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ABSTRACT
FAMINE AND IDEOLOGY: THE PRECIPITATING FACTORS AND
EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS IN THE CASE OF SOMALIA
MAY 2004
YASIN I. MAGAN, B.A., COLLEGE OF EDUCATION LAFOLE
MA, UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
ED.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Robert Miltz

Interpretations of the causes of famine vary according to the political philosophy
or to be more implicit the political ideology of the observer. This study explored the
various interpretations and perceptions of famine along the spectrum of ideologies. These
include classical economists and neo-classical economists such as Adam Smith,
demographic theorists such as Malthus, the famous proponent of the population explosion
theory, and the Marxist perspective of the theory of labor value and the capitalist
appropriation of the ownership and distribution of wealth. Also, Amartya Sen’s concept of
entitlement and the postmodern approach to famine will be examined.
In a stark contrast to the western intellectual aberration and the observer approach
is the victim/sufiferer’s approach to famine. Despite the fatalistic attitude embedded in both
secular and religious societies that is prevalent in the daily lives of the rural populace,
there is a strong cyclical and erratic concepts engrained in the indigenous culture. The first
chapter dealt with the indigenous coping mechanisms of famine, the quick fixes
approaches of the western concepts of crisis management rendered during the famines of
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1970’s and 80’s, in Africa were criticized and the danger of that approach in further
eroding the capacity of societies in coping with famine was discussed. Also, indigenous
survival strategies will be discussed at length. The final chapter of this document will focus
on the economic constraints envisaging the African continent and the factors augumenting
to these underdeveloping trends. Obviously, emphasis will be made on redirecting
development discourse and the deconstruction of famine. This will highlight the erroneous
western and donor agencies’ approach to the international development discourse and the
imperative acknowledgement of the indigenous knowledge and the peasant centered
development.
In the case of recent famine in Somalia, war preceded famine, and in many cases
according to tradition in all ages famine was mostly caused by wars in the past histories.
Surrender or starve is the slogan for most of the recent famines to siege or blockade the
enemy as a tactic developed by the warring factions in either governments at war or in
civil wars like Somalia. The siege of Paris in 1871 and the siege of Leningrad in 1942 are
all examples of the role of war to starve the enemy. The phenomenon of “scorched earth”
as in the case of Somalia is another important factor to lay waste to many communities
and starve them to death. Similarly in the case of civil wars, it’s mere presence
exacerbated the nature of starvation and turned it to famine. War interrupts the activities
of peasants to sow and harvest and worst of all, communities loose manpower to civil
wars imposed on them either voluntarily or involuntarily. War disrupts the communication
and transportation systems and even relief operations at times.
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CHAPTER 1

GENERAL INTRODUCTION
Statement of the Problem
Is famine a natural phenomena or manmade? Obviously, famine, war and diseases
were always an integral part of human history: particularly since the Neolithic period
when the world experienced substantial human population growth. These natural
phenomenons were natural regulators of that growth as recognized by Thomas Malthus.
There was little optimism that the people would be able to stop wars, but there was
always the hope that famine and diseases would be eradicated because of technological
development.
The spread of many diseases has been checked or eradicated, but the twentieth
century famines were the worst in the history of mankind despite the development of
agricultural technology and the green revolution. Arguments can be made that the
eradication of diseases has consequently increased population growth, therefore resulting
in many mouths to feed and therefore famine. However, at the same time it would be
inappropriate to consider population growth as the sole factor for the cause of famine.
Paradoxically, it has been proven that the world is able to produce more food to feed all
its inhabitants, but surprisingly in areas where famine and starvation are rampant surplus
food to is often exported for hard currency. It is obvious now that there are many factors
that cause famine: only some are understood, many are discursive such as the perceptions
and behaviors of the victims and potential victims. In that regard it is very important in
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western academies and famine prone areas to conduct more academic research and to
provide more education to the world in general.
I was bom and raised in a rural setting in Somalia and I have survived through
famine during my infant years. Later in my academic career I was exposed to the famine
relief of 1974, where all college students were unleashed to take part in the effort to save
the famine victims. Students were part of both the relocation from famine-hit areas to
resettlement in the more fertile riverine areas in the south. For the two above-mentioned
reasons I found famine an issue very close to my heart. I found writing about famine like
re-visiting my own personal biography.
While it is possible to get a view of children dying from a famine crisis in refugee
camps and feeding centers, it is generally agreed upon that the circumstances leading to
the full-blown famine are poorly recorded. As is evident from Frances D’ Souza’s book,
it is possible to dig deep into the natural history of famine. Most importantly, more
academic studies are needed to develop early warning systems of impending famines.
This requires a detailed analysis of the environment, ecology, demography and economic
situations.
The problems unique to one place are not applicable in another situation. It is
therefore imperative to use different indicators for famine prone areas. As satellite
scanning is out of reach to many poor countries, it is important to develop local systems
of observing crop conditions, nutritional status, and general social integrity.
While it is generally assumed that the state of famine can be easily identified,
many people can die of malnutrition in situations where famine is not diagnosed. It is
generally argued in many instances that famine is erroneously defined in the eyes of the
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observer rather than the sufferer; therefore we assume that famine is simply caused by
food shortage. In famine situations almost all-social and economic structures breakdown
and whole communities fail to sustain themselves. This is followed by mass migrations,
which makes the management of famine relief even worse. Although the causes of
famine vary from one location to the other, yet it can generally be summarized into two
main categories: Socio-economic and biophysical as will be clear in the second chapter of
the dissertation. It is not a coincidence that the worst famines in recent history occurred in
war tom areas such as Northern Ethiopia, the Ogaden, Mozambique and Southern
Somalia. It is the instability engendered by war where social and economic structures
break down.
There are complex interactions and wide ranging factors that eventually lead to
famines. Social and political stability and advances in medicine can bring about over¬
population and therefore overstocking and overgrazing. It is also generally agreed upon
that famine is preventable not only by providing immediate food provisions but by
empowering communities prone to famine. Reducing their vulnerability can do this. But,
the argument of my study lies on the contrary. Historical records documented from
devastating famines in the world for the last 200 years indicate more often that it is
caused by “deep rooted internal conflicts and exploitive systems” (Dando 1980, p. 84).
Factors such as weather and crop failure are not, and never have been, the main cause of
famine. Therefore we can conclude that famine is not a natural disaster.
Famine affects the lives of people, including their education. In poor communities
and famine prone areas the labor of children is badly needed to mitigate the suffering and
hunger of the family. Because everybody’s contribution is needed in the community
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neither modem schools nor traditional Quranic schools exist in such areas. As the
onslaught of famine proceeds, people migrate from one location to another either looking
for fauna and flora for their livestock or in search of food for themselves. It is
understandable that schools cannot exist without population in the vicinity; their function
ceases completely. It is only afterwards that people get back to life, including the pursuit
of education for their children.
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to explore the causes of famine, not from the
observers point of view but the from victim's point of view. This will initiate a radical
departure from the traditional research methods, which emphasized the climatic changes
and more importantly, overpopulation, overstocking and overgrazing issues as the sole
causes of famine and at the same time consider these factors as natural regulators. This
study will explore the role of governments and other man made disasters such as war as
one of the main causes of famine. Although the causes of famine varied from one
location to the other and from one school of thought to the other, the subsequent effects
of famine on humans, especially the most vulnerable, such as the children and the old are
commonly agreed upon.
Famine is mainly caused by the break down of socio-economic and biophysical
structures of whole societies and the failure of such societies to sustain their livelihoods
any more. Most of the killer famines in this century occurred in conflict and war tom
areas of the globe such as Ethiopia, Mozambique and Somalia. Therefore, this study will
shed light and explore the role of conflict in precipitating an already drought prone area
such as Somalia.
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Finally, the purpose of this study is to explore the role played by political powers
in exacerbating drought conditions thereby turning it into a killer famine by withholding
food supplies to needed areas and or engaging in a surrender or starve tactics to break the
will of the people and force them to submission. The study will also endeavor to expose
the indigenous coping mechanisms from time immemorial and how these skills were
destroyed in the aftermath of colonial intervention. It will also emphasize the systematic
destruction of the micro-credit systems that prevailed and the dynamic interactions
between communities in their movement looking for fauna and flora.
Significance of the Study
This study is significant primarily because it is the first time in the history at least
in the case of Somalia where a famine victim or thereby an indigenous scholar has ever
adventured in to the field of writing what it is like to be a famine victim. Discursive
discourses from the western academia, most likely emanating from ignorance has always
taken center stage to present their presumably biased perspectives on behalf of the silent
majority or the victims of famine. This perspective, as humane but erroneous as it might
be, has always missed the point, partly because of ignorance from their part as outsiders
and partly because of their intentional manipulation of knowledge from their hegemonic
point of view. This is not in any way an attempt to disregard the honest western
intelligentsia who naively adventure into this topic and finally fall into the trap of their
former capitalist cohorts by failing to articulate where the real problem lies. Neither is it
an attempt to be judgmental and invalidate any research of that sort. It is rather an honest
attempt from a real victim of famine as an infant who was also lucky to get the
opportunity to work in famine relief.
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This study is important for several reasons. First, it is imperative to understand the
indigenous knowledge and skills that enabled generations to cope with famine before the
so-called “advent of civilization,” which is in short the beginning of the destruction of
these coping mechanisms. It is very essential to understand the harmony between
indigenous peoples and the land they have lived and it’s underlying philosophy before
jumping to discursive approaches to analyze the situation.
Secondly, a fundamental decision is needed to evaluate the type of modernization
creeping into these societies and the need to consider the local institutions very often
ignored by the western researchers in the field. These institutions, which own the
knowledge domain in the indigenous way of life, are the determining factors needed to be
considered to have a full understanding of the otherwise defined problems as natural
calamities.
Thirdly, western researchers have never immersed themselves in a situation where
they have been subjected to such calamities. Their role as outsiders always put them on
the wrong side of the fence. History has put the western elite in this position. It is an
awkward position worth admitting. As descendants of the former colonial powers, it
seems to me that many western researchers are up to the task of identifying the root cause
of the problem, given the benefit of the doubt, but because of their class position and their
role as a privileged members, it is very hard, with the exception of handful intellectuals,
to reconcile and come up with a real diagnosis of the problem at hand. This might not be
fair to

many

progressive western

intellectuals

and

it

might

be

an

implicitly

overgeneralization to help evaluate segments of this globe. This study will try to open
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new horizons to both indigenous and western elites who could ever adventure to write
about famine, it’s causes and consequences.
Design of the Study
This study is a historical

study primarily because it explores the past

socioeconomic situations and the predicament of development discourse in many parts of
the world. Statistical analysis in quantitative research is not applicable because analysis
involved in production is marred with unrealistic presuppositions that the outcomes of
such analysis bear little socioeconomic relevance (Martin Upton, 1979). Quantitative
research tends to be narrow study beneficial to academic careers than real knowledge and
inquiry in to development discourse. It is also worth mentioning that such researchers
focusing on narrow studies through quantitative inquiry give no attention to the more
crucial and substantive historical issues, like power and power relations (Mokken 1981).
Also, development research is weakened by what Chambers called “academic tourism,”
(Chambers 1981) and the researchers’ explicit bias towards macro/urban inquiry versus
micro/rural research. In this manner Chambers argued the structure and design of the
field research is fully biased and lacks perception.
It became the norm of some institutions in the Western world to substitute
qualitative research with quantitative indices. The assumption that the outcome of such
analysis is value-free because it produces numbers, leaves students of development and
the famine research in a more confused situation. The problems engendered by narrow
empirical analysis based on unrealistic assumptions, the formalism of mathematical logic,
and the assumptions between quantitative method and human behavior, have left much
socioeconomic analysis as nonsocial science (Steidlmeier 1942). The lack of historical
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and institutional analysis have left the quantitative methods of inquiry with no real
understanding of the complexity of human intentionality and it trivializes social sciences
in general. The solution to this should be a more comprehensive and integrated research
and analysis found in qualitative research.
Having said the above few points, this study as stated before is a case study about
famine and it’s subsequent effect on human lives in Somalia. It is more focused on the
process rather than the outcome. My personal firsthand experience as famine survivor,
and the theories imbibed through my study in higher education lured me to posit the past
research in to historical perspective. This study will focus more on the historical and the
power relationship and the ways power exacerbated in what could have been termed as
simple drought. Famine research is well suited to qualitative research in the sense that no
study can quantify human intentionality and dynamics. Therefore, it is my intention to
focus explicitly on the role played by the power relationship manifested in the
chronological analysis of my second chapter of the dissertation.
As I mentioned above as a researcher I will rely on both primary and secondary
data collection and analysis. But also I will depend most of this research to secondary
data such as books, articles of journals, public documents including official memos,
minutes and archival materials and more importantly narratives and oral literature
embedded in the language, literature and culture as a whole. My personal experience in
the Somali culture will enable me to mediate the biases of foreign authors and journalists
written deliberately or unwittingly while collecting data. It is imperative to understand
that I am not free from biases but the critical analysis of written materials from Somalia
will further strengthen the validity and reliability of the study.

8

Limitations and Delimitations
Initially, this study will be confined on the personal accounts and written
materials from past and present times about Somalia concerning famine. The literature
available about Somalia will be synthesized and disseminated. A critical point of view
will be presented to further elaborate the point of contention between indigenous and
external approaches to research in remote parts of the third world, specifically Africa.
This research would have been stronger and more authentic probably had it been possible
for me to go all the way to Baidoa City where most of the relief was taking place during
the recent carnage in 1990. But, because of the lack of funding and the instability of the
region, it is deemed impossible to venture into the area. However, my presence in the
area in the past famines at least on two occasions can add weight to the research. My
personal accounts and the written documents in both events will be incorporated and will
complement each other.
Definition of the Terms
The words used in everyday language carry many definitions, which vary
according to context. Like any other communication, their power emerges from the
connection of meaning to a specific context. In this study, terms unique to the famine and
famine studies settings will emerge through out the data. Thus, I will try to define each
term one by one according to the context it emerged. This approach specific to qualitative
research will delay the definitions until they emerge in the study. Here are some tentative
terms to be defined or clarified in the study as we go along the research. Terms that will
need clarifications include famine and drought, hunger and starvation, poverty and
subsistence, postmodernism and post-structuralism. Pastoralism and agro-pastoralism.
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sedentary and agrarian terms will be further differentiated. These and many more terms
that will emerge in the process of writing will be further clarified according to their
context.
Disaster:

Disaster

can be

defined

as

a fundamentally

socio-economic

phenomenon. It is said to be extreme but not highly endangering peoples lives, destroying
the continuity of community structures and failing temporarily their daily lives. It can be
termed as socially disrupting but not socially disintegrating such as famine. In a report of
an international analysis to disaster responses Randolph Kent came up with this
definition:
A disaster occurs when a disaster agent exposes the vulnerability of a group or
groups in such a way that their lives are directly threatened or sufficient harm has
been done to economic social structures, inevitably undermining their ability to
survive.

Famine: The word famine originated from the term fames used by the Norman French for
hunger, but hunger and famine cannot be used interchangeably here. The Encyclopedia
Britannica defines famine as: “extreme and general shortage of food causing distress and
death from starvation among population of a district or country,” which is different from
the simple definition of the Indian Famine Commission in 1867, which says that famine
is: “suffering from hunger on the part of large classes in the population.” Another view
of starvation and famine. The Biology of Human Starvation by Ancel Keys and others
propounds that “Famine denotes the semi-starvation of many people - a substantial
proportion of the population of some sizeable area.”
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The various definitions expressed above all recognize that famine is a catastrophe,
which wreaks havoc to large segments of the society. Unlike earthquake famine is not a
sudden catastrophe, but a long process in which food dwindles gradually but consistently
for months or years from restriction to scarcity and eventually leads to dearth. Famine
can cause suffering for a period of a year or more and recorded history shows few
famines lasted for several years. Despite the physical weakness and the trauma of loosing
everything, famine can be recovered as soon as food is available.

Starvation: The term starvation can be defined as the lack of food for some reason, but
can be very close to famine. As a matter of fact “mass-starvation” and “famine mean
much the same. But depending on the degree and context starvation can some times mean
having keen appetite for food. If some one is said to be starving can mean that that person
has nothing to eat. It is estimated that starvation can bring to death to a previously healthy
person in ten weeks. “Half-starved” and “semi-starved” can also be applied to both
individuals and groups who are on the verge of starvation. While starvation afflicts to
both individuals and small groups or whole populations, famine strikes large populations
over a large area. Starvation occurs in various circumstances and is usually accompanied
with many lethal diseases. These include but not limited to “cachexia” and “marasmus.”
Starvation could occur as a result of self-imposed act to protest against political situation
like hunger strike. People cab deliberately be starved by governments by simply denying
them access to food specially in areas of civil unrest and many a times it has been used by
government officials even in developed countries that food is a weapon. Starvation
usually occurred in the infamous concentration camps where masses of people were
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detained because of their race, ethnicity or religious beliefs. Famine is therefore more
frequently “man-made,” but at least it connotes the suggestion of an Act of God and not
of the evil intentions of mankind to mankind.

Hunger: This word denotes an emotional bodily sensation whereby living things crave for
food in different ways. Food can be sought through pleasant or forcible way depending
on the need to get food. Famine victims are obviously hungry, particularly in the early
stages of famine. Hunger and famine cannot be co-terminus, but the obsession for food
during an established famine carries deeper meaning than mere hunger. Paleolithic man,
was primarily hunter-gatherer, and was apparently hungry for most of the time. If the
hunt proves elusive, he was on the verge to succumb to starvation. But, it is usually
agreed upon that famine cannot be associated with a group of primitive hunters who
could or could not get food for the day. Famine occurrence therefore, started from the
Neolithic revolution when mankind transformed himself from hunter-gatherer to the
advanced crop cultivation and livestock domestication. Famine, therefore, in its first
recorded history appeared in this stage of human development.

Pastoralism: This term is exclusively used in the mode of production where people live
on livestock rearing. They are unique in that they are always in search of fauna and flora
and very often are moving from one place to the other in search of fauna and flora for
their stock. It is estimated that they move two hundred miles annually to find a better
grazing for their herds. However, we cannot say that they cannot be engaged in other
forms of trade like barter or other forms of trade. They usually buy and sell and also
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exchange livestock for goods they need. Livestock trading is thriving and opulent
business in countries like Somalia whose whole economy is built on the livestock export
particularly to the oil rich countries in the Middle East.

Semi-pastoralism: Semi-pastoralism is another mode where people try to diversify their
skill between tending livestock and at the same time engage in agriculture. It is one step
ahead of pure pastoral mode of production. Usually, it is often termed as a practice where
households divide their manpower into two close but often very different economies.
While one of the households is always on the move tending the herds to greener areas,
the other is maintained in the same place trying to utilize new skills to till the land and
feed the rest of the family during hard times.

Post-Modernism: The post-modernist movement states that knowledge is historical and
contextual, and emphasizes that it emanates from particular discourse. The same
discourses that create knowledge always create power. Post-modernism manifests it’s
opposition to modernism, which, emphasizes that enlightenment ideals are inherent in
language and social structures of the society. Post-modernism is the anti-thesis to the
modernist perspective of knowledge, which supports the notion that knowledge can be
created through abstract means. Post-modernism refutes the idea that all humanity is
moving toward a unitary form of perfect coherence and stability in both its beliefs and
political practices. It rejects the idea of absolute and unitary form of truth, by exploring
relativity and plural understanding of truth. Heterogeneity, fragmentation and pluralism
take center stage in post-modern theories particularly in addressing the issues of morality.

13

politics and epistemology. It is imperative to understand that a single theory can unify all
humanity with diverse cultures and beliefs, where each entity considers itself absolute.
On the contrary, post-modernism sheds light on the diverse and multitude of theories that
contribute to the unity in diversity of all humans.

Post-structuralism: Post-structuralism originated from the French philosophies of the
1960s and 1970s, and claims a very valid place in the social science theories to this day.
From a post-structural perspective people are not independent for their views, but rather
molded by the environment and material conditions they live in. Post-structuralism pose
questions to the origin of knowledge and the power relationship associated with it. It
ponders on “who” is saying “what,” and in what means power is achieved? What are the
underlying assumptions to create that environment? In the “Third World” context, it
highlights on who speaks for whom. Post-structuralism agrees with post-modernism in its
rejection of the epistemological foundation apparent in our search for truth in dealing
with knowledge. Post-structuralism developed it’s objective to deconstruct the societal
assumptions inherent in the historical structures of the society at large and that of the
individual in particular. It refutes the universal subject and attempts to dismantle the
archaic rule of enlightenment epistemology and its perspective on the individual being.
Organization of the Study
Chapter one will consist of the General Introduction. The Statement of the
Problem, Purpose and Significance of the study, definition of terms. Limitations and
delimitations, Design and Organization of the Study, and Timetable will be discussed.
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Chapter two will deal with the Literature review. Sub-topics will include
economic approach, demographic approach, entitlement approach, Indigenous approach
and Colonial disjunction.
Chapter three will delve in to the precipitating factors in the case of Somalia.
Famine in historical perspective will be presented in detail and will be modeled into the
following categories: 1) ecological stress 2) political stress and 3) Socio-economic stress.
Chapter four will discuss Famine, war and the collapse of the Somali State, as
well as the famine relief and intervention. It will focus on both the military and economic
aspects of intervention.
Chapter five will discuss on the educational implications and will focus on both
colonial and post-colonial educational implications as well as education in crisis such as
famine and war.
Chapter six, which is the last of this study, will present suggestions and
recommendations for future approach to avert and or warn about any impending famine.
Long-term solutions and accountability of local and national governments will be
highlighted.
Conclusion
It has been a strong voice to decide that Somali famines in this century were man-made,
just as in the other sub-Saharan Africa. Famines resulted because of the erroneous
decisions of insensitive leaders and were exacerbated by the greedy western financial
institutions trying to seize an opportunity. International financial institutions like the
World Bank and the IMF were trying to design the Somali economy in a certain way that
can only benefit their institutions and other interests they represent. As will be seen in the
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following chapters, the decisions under-developing Somalia in particular, and Africa in
general, did not start overnight. They have been on the scene for almost a century,
working on the distortion and extraction of African economies. In the aftermath of
Somali independence, nothing substantial has changed as the terms of trade and the
dependency practices continue unabated. It even got worse sometimes because of the
unpopular regimes in Somalia assisted by their former masters, a practice which benefits
both as thugs and accomplices. The result is that the political decisions regarding the
distribution of the wealth continues the trend where value of the general labor in Africa
was stolen to enrich the industrial Northern Hemisphere and the national elites of those
countries.
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CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction
Precisely, there is a dichotomy on the question of whether people get the famine
they deserve or if famine has been imposed on the weak by the strong. The first point of
view believes that famine is local, the ecological imbalance between man and nature and
solely puts the blame on the shoulders of the victim. The other point of view emphasizes
it as the consequence of the disruption of the national and global patterns of distribution.
The first blames the ignorance and mismanagement of the afflicted societies, the second
on the capitalist greed and corporate insensitivity and posits blame squarely on those who
own the worlds’ economy (Stewart; 1981).
Scholars like Hardin (1986) propound the theory that famine is a local
phenomenon. He argues that any given territory has a definite carrying capacity, and if
people multiply, the equilibrium between the population and nature is disrupted. As a
result nature takes its toll through famine. He further reiterates his argument by warning
to other countries not to intervene, because he believes that will simply prolong the
process of disequilibrium.
In this chapter I will present both views, but before I delve into the approaches
and their architects I would like to point out three arguments exposing the fallacies
present in the first view. First and foremost, this view assumes a certain area as the land
in question but there was no mention that the number of people who dwell on that piece
of land depend on the skill to produce enough food, on their culturally accepted diet, the
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physical and metabolic traits they have developed, either as a result of their dietary
history or as genetic heritage. If the production fails in a bad year carrying capacity could
be maintained by substituting less efficiently produced food, like plant or animal protein
(Stewart; 1981).
Secondly, the theory supports Malthusian assumption that hunger and famine are
as a result of population explosion and the only way out is to reduce fertility. However,
evidence shows the contrary is true and that people produce too many because, of the
impending infant mortality, they were afraid few might survive to see adulthood.
Consequently, it was the opulence witnessed by some western countries that eventually
led to the reduction in fertility (Stewart; 1981).
Thirdly, the theory that people deserve famine literally misleads the concept of
“carrying capacity” and confuses it with self-sufficiency and entirely negates the
networking relationships of societies in their engagement of trading and export in an
attempt to exchange for other goods and services. For the least the barter and trading
between pastoral communities with their counterparts in agro-pastoralism should be taken
into account. Therefore, Stewart (1981) believes that environment cannot determine
famine. He further argues that community in a desert can support themselves as well as
other parts of the world as did the inhabitants of Mecca for the past fourteen centuries.
On the contrary, it is inconceivable to argue that there is a famine proof environment. The
most fertile parts of the world could easily be hit by famine and allow it’s inhabitants to
starve. Finally, it is an established fact that subsistence modes of production existed long
before the emergence of exchange economy, and for the most part maintained a
harmonious and equilibrium relationship with nature.
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Economic Approach
Assumptions of economics do not necessarily apply to subsistence cultures-they
cause distortions to peasant labor expenditures. Economics is effective only when labor
expenditures are used in commercially motivated societies. Peasants are not money
motivated. Their social security depend upon the area of land under control which they
can grow enough quantities of food with the least labor expenditures (Seavoy; 1986).
Discursive

economic

approaches

occur

when

assumptions

and

terminology

of

commercial rationality is used to describe and analyze subsistence economies (Seavoy;
1986).
This part of the study will examine the famine perspectives from western
economists and other scholars and will eventually attempt to point out the different points
of view. In this regard it will be imperative to distinguish between farmers and peasants.
While farmers maximize food production for market sale in order to maximize their
income, peasants produce enough food for consumption, a process called the “subsistence
compromise.” It is this approach that economists emphasize as the root cause for the
famine recurrence in most third world countries after one year of crop failure.
In the case of commercial societies regardless of who owns the means of
production such as centrally planned economies of socialist countries or the market
economy of capitalism, all labor is rewarded with money incomes. Almost all goods and
services usually satisfy an anonymous market, and the object of laboring is to maximize
the amount of goods including food, and services individuals can purchase. Continuous
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wage or salaried labor is institutionally mandatory in commercial societies because the
only way to acquire most goods and services is by earning money.
In general economists failed to analyze the peasant societies and their low food
productivity because they apparently ignored the labor theory of value propounded by
Adam Smith in “An inquiry into the nature and causes of the wealth of nations,” (Smith:
1789), first published in 1776. Smith unmistakably argued that:
The annual labor of every nation is the fund, which originally supplies it with all
the necessaries and conveniences of life, which it annually consumes, and which
consists always either in the immediate produce of that labor, or in what is
purchased with that produce from other nations.

In the context of commercialized society he was correct to use the terms wages
and costs to describe the amount and efficiency of the labor that was performed. In
peasant societies however, where production is solely for the purpose of consumption
economic terminology cannot fit despite the fact that labor expenditures and labor
efficiencies are still the tools for measuring productivity.
Max Weber, in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, argued that the
more you increased the amount of money paid to peasants for their labor the less they
produce. As soon as they acquire money to purchase enough goods they don’t want to
work until they consume their food stocks. This can be attributed to traditionalism
according to Weber.
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Julius H. Boeke a Dutch economist, who studied peasants in Indonesia, vividly
explains in his book. Economics and Economic Policy of Dual Societies, that economics
is the wrong tool to use in analyzing productive capacity of subsistence agriculture.
Western economic doctrines are not, or are only partly applicable in the East.
Money, capital, markets, prices formation, division of labor, competition, the
growth of trades and enterprises... do not present themselves or at most do so
only partly and imperfectly to eastern society.

Gunnar Myrdal, in Asian Drama (1975), admittedly recognized the problems inherent in
the application of western economic assumptions and terminology to subsistence
economies:
The rationalistic assumptions applicable to western countries and uncritically
transferred to the study of South Asian countries break down entirely.
Myrdal is considered to be more accurate than 99 percent of his fellow economists who
despite their apparent mistakes persist in describing and analyzing the peasant culture and
their food producing capacities.
Theodore W. Schultz is one of the prominent western economists mentioned
above. But, he also mistakenly analyzed the peasant food producing capabilities to the
relatively commercial values of the west. Thus, to him:
Traditional agriculture is not a consequence of particular farm people having
preferences of loafers, but what appears to be loafing is a consequence of the low
marginal productivity of labor.
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He continued to argue that peasants are not to blame for the limited production of
food because of the nature of traditional agriculture, which requires long-established
routines. In other words his argument purports that peasants are producing insufficient
food production simply because they are peasants. He further continues to say that crude
market structures are the result of subsistence behavior in most underdeveloped countries
and the only way to overcome this is the introduction and utilization of new and modern
techniques. Thus, peasant societies who modernized agriculture through technology are
enjoying the production of high yields previously unheard of. There is a counter theory to
that however, which contemplates that peasants who increased their grain productivity do
so not because they produced getting surplus for market sale, but because of an obligation
to feed more people. And, despite Schultz’s claims, famine persisted in many parts of the
world that he argues introduced modern agricultural techniques.
Other scholars like the historian Richard H. Tawney, followed the footsteps of
economists in the misinterpretation of the commercialization of agriculture in peasant
societies. In the Agrarian Problem in the Sixteenth Century, he claimed a distorted
approach because of his failure to differentiate between subsistence and commercial
social values and the wage labor that is inherent in their separate institutions. Tawney
misinterpreted the peasant rebellion of the 16th century over the control of land use and
retention of land use against the enclosures as comparable to and equivalents of the 20th
century strikes by industrial workers. Seavoy argued otherwise:
As long as the peasantry controlled land use, they preferred the indolence of the
subsistence compromise to paid labor. Peasant “independence” was behavior that
produced

famines in

consecutive
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poor crop years,

while the greed of

commercializing landowners produced the assured food surplus that ended
famines in England. (Seavoy: 1986)
Demographic Approach
The purpose of this part of this chapter is to reiterate that Malthus was probably
right today as he was in the 1800’s in his prediction of the fertility behavior of peasant
societies. His prediction of periodic peacetime famines in peasant societies was mainly
based on historical evidence collected from Western Europe and subsistence economies.
However, Malthus was wrong in his prediction of the low fertility behavior of industrial
societies because of the limited census data and lack of employment statistics. His essays
were written in 1798 and 1803, despite the fact that Adam Smith, in 1776, had predicted
that low fertility would be the consequence of the extensive use of wage labor. To
validate, Malthus’s hypothesis can be done by contrasting the high fertility behavior of
peasants to that of commercial societies.
Because of the lack of sufficient data, Malthus was not able to foresee, that the
commercialization of food production, and it’s extension to the industrial revolution,
would consequently develop institutions that would impose the heads of English
households to drastically reduce fertility because there was no longer available unskilled
jobs. (Savoy: 1986)
A major factor for the increase in English fertility from 1750 until it dropped
again in 1870 was mainly due to the rapidly increasing number of employment
opportunities that came with the industry. Yeomen who were displaced by enclosures
started early marriages and more offspring. In other nations in Europe, at that time, most
households lived on agricultural products. Commercialization of agriculture flourished
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especially, where there were arteries of transportation. However, large parts of the
hinterland were still cultivated by the peasants and were not monetized. Most notably,
subsistence food production persisted in the Atlantic fringe of Ireland and Scotland.
The transition from peasantry to commercial agriculture emanated from the need
to feed industrial labor force using indigenous sources. While England’s land law was
already commercialized, the rest of the European nations were just starting to do the
same. This is a turning point in history and also a conjuncture to explicitly clarify the
difference in attitude and therefore of culture between peasant societies and commercial
culture. Emphasis is laid here, by Savoy, and other scholars that, when the central
governments of Europe adopted policies to enforce commercialization of food
production, the displaced peasants were institutionally forced to adhere to the commercial
social values because they were evicted from their land and had to look for employment
elsewhere as wage workers.
Another important factor related to fertility control in Western Europe is the
introduction of mass literacy adopted by the central governments, which served dual
purposes. First, it was a way to inculcate national identity and national loyalty, and
second, it fulfilled a commercial desire to produce skilled labor for the industries. The
achievement of mass literacy in Western Europe eventually reflected the impact of
commercial food production and it’s role in forcing a high percentage of the population to
transfer their labor from agriculture to cities and to industry in an effort to produce a
variety of goods and services.
Malthus incessantly advocated two policies that he believed would reduce the
English household fertility. These policies were high food prices established through the
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Com Laws, and ending welfare programs that subsidized large families. He believed that
cheap food prices and the welfare programs would eventually encourage early marriages
and increase the indolence of displaced peasant households. He went further and
emphasized that, displaced peasants should be encouraged to work hard for their food
needs and also be discouraged from early marriage until they produce sufficient food to
support their families. Because of his testimony in front of the Parliament, the Poor Law
of 1834 was passed which restricted welfare payments to rural peasantry. The Poor Law
of 1834, however, forced peasants to seek employment at any wage when at the same
time the English entrepreneurs badly needed large numbers of labor force.
To conclude. Savoy (1986) argues that Malthus was wrong. The Poor Law of
1834 with it’s qualifications for relief, did not curb or lower fertility, and at the same time
the unlimited importation of cheap grain after the repeal of the com laws in 1846 did not
have an impact on fertility increase. In his population theory, Malthus, believed that:
Population invariably increases where the means of subsistence increase, unless
prevented by some very powerful and obvious checks. There is perhaps no
proposition more incontrovertible than this, that, in two countries, in which the
rate of increase, the natural healthiness of climate, and the state of towns and
manufacturers are supposed to be nearly the same, the one in which the pressure
of poverty is the greatest will have the greatest proportion of births, deaths and
marriages. (Malthus, 1803)

From the above statement about peasant food production, he extrapolated that it
will not be easy for most households to limit births. Nature had to do the work for them.
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Nature would act probably in the form of famines or plagues, or man would act on
nature’s behalf through warfare or by the displacement of peasants and forcing them to
live in squalid and shantytowns in cities (Savoy; 1986). Malthus, continued to argue that:
A man who is bom into a world already possessed, if he cannot get subsistence
from his parents on whom he had a just demand, and if the society does not want
his labor, has no claim of right to the smallest portion of food, and, in fact, had no
business to be where he is. At nature’s mighty feast there is no vacant cover for
him. She tells him to be gone, and will quickly execute her own orders. (Malthus;
1803)

His assumption that some of the households would voluntarily refrain from
having children was totally wrong, but it was plausible because many voluntary fertility
restraints never occurred in his life time: nor was there any clear evidence that it occurred
any where in Europe past and present (Savoy; 1986). Malthus found some clues from
France, but he realized it was not based on reliable data; therefore, he concluded his
hypothesis that both subsistence and commercial food producers had almost a similar
fertility behavior. On the basis of such assessment, he equated the fertility of peasant and
commercial societies.
Evidently, it became clear however, that the fertility behavior of commercial
societies does not follow his prediction. This did not emerge until 1870, when both the
urban and rural sectors of the nations of Western Europe finally reduced their fertility on
voluntary basis. By 1890, the policies adopted by the Western European nations in
enforcing commercial production of food had succeeded almost everywhere in Europe,
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including the remotest areas of Ireland. At this point, most nations also succeeded in
establishing infrastructure sectors that required unskilled wageworkers. Thereafter, it is
safe to say that there was less need for unskilled (but commercially motivated) workers,
and the fertility rate was dropping in an unprecedented manner (Savoy; 1986).
Other demographers and economists of peasant nations followed the footsteps of
Malthus. Like Malthus, they also used economic assumptions to analyze the nature of
peasant fertility by completely ignoring the political factor in Europe. It is compelling to
understand that economics originated in Western European nations by the actions of the
central governments that forcefully induced the commercialization of food production. It
will be difficult to analyze the economy of Europe without looking into the political
factor. It will be unpredictable and confusing.
In that regard it is worth highlighting Julian L. Simon’s The Economics of
Population Growth, which is an excellent example of this confusion. Following is an
extended quote from Simon’s key chapter (14): “The Effect of Income on Fertility: Basic
Theory and concepts.”
Because the elaborated income theory tells of income-produced forces that act on
fertility in opposite directions, pure economic theory by itself cannot predict
whether the effect of additional national or individual income will on balance
bring lower or higher fertility. The value of this theorizing is that it directs
attention to the search for operational proxies for some of the various influences
mentioned in the theory, in order to measure whether they behave as expected....
Two related income concepts are used here: (1) the income of the individual
earner or of the individual family is the appropriate concept when one focuses the
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analysis micro-economically on the individual, either theoretically or empirically.
(2) Average national income (per-capita income) concept is both more aggregate
and more general than is individual income.
Thomas Malthus laid down the axiom “that population does invariably increase
where there are the means of subsistence, the history of every people that have ever
existed will abundantly prove.” Malthus’s concept of famine lies in his theory of
unproportional increases between population and food. He argues that peasant population
increases geometrically while food production increase arithmetically (Malthus: 1789).
Malthus predicted periodic peacetime famine in peasant societies because, he argued,
they do not have a land of their own where they could produce enough food for their
families, referring to the encroaching system of enclosures in Europe particularly in
England. As a result, he predicted children would die first from malnutrition but probably
parents would survive, thus:
He accuses the insufficiency of the price of labor to maintain a family. He accuses
his parish for their tardy and sparing fulfillment of their obligations to assist him.
He accuses the avarice of the rich, who suffer him to want they can well spare. He
accuses the partial and unjust institutions of society, which have awarded him an
inadequate share of the produce of the earth. He accuses perhaps the dispensations
of Providence, which have assigned him a place in society so beset with
unavoidable distress and dependence. In searching for objects of accusation, he
never adverts to the quarter from which all his misfortunes originate. The last
person that he would think of accusing is himself, on whom in fact the whole of
the blame lies. (Malthus: 1798)
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Malthus was accurate in his prediction in peasant societies but he was wrong and
inaccurate in his prediction for the commercial societies. Because of the lack of sufficient
data at the time of his death in 1834, he failed to predict the commercialization of food
and subsequent industrial revolution would create institutions that will change the attitude
of parents toward child bearing because of the vanishing unskilled jobs. Because of the
low wages of laborers and the expensive child rearing institutions that have emerged,
early marriages diminished and the adoption of low birth rates in urban cities
immediately started. Nancy Birdsall in the “Analytical approaches to the Relationship of
Population Growth and Development,” (1977) epitomized the outcome of a number of
studies undertaken in low fertility behavior in a large number of commercial societies.
These studies attempted to construe the low fertility behavior with the cost of earning
money in commercial societies to satisfy the overall needs of the household including
food, shelter, education and health. Also, all services entailed in the urban living such as
water, sewer and paved streets are part and parcel of the urban living that raise the cost of
living. In short, all of these contribute in the attempt of curbing birth rates. Finally,
Malthus (1789) prophetically predicted two policies would restrain fertility if mankind
adheres to them. On the one hand, maintaining high food prices, and on the other hand
dismantling the welfare system, which supported large families, especially in the case of
England.
While Thomas R. Malthus was busy writing his famous “Essay’ of 1798, in which
he predicted that population will grow more rapidly than the food production, there was a
parallel increase in agricultural products. Also, ironically new modes of production
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resulted in the dramatic increases of population with out any impending famine (Abel,
1977). Malthus’s argument that the geometrical increase in population and the
corresponding arithmetical increase in food production will eventually result in famine
was sharply contradicted by the increase of population in Europe for the past 300 years.
Concurrent to the population increase is the increase and growth of food production too,
to meet the demand. This is however, in defiance of the Malthusian hypothesis. Famine
recurrence was more frequent in the early modem times, but the frequency declined
successively in each century, and Europe has not witnessed any major famine except
during war and other conflicts.
Explanations for the eradication of famine in Europe are just as numerous as the
scholars who attempted to discuss this subject (Hugo, 1984). Low mortality rates
attributed to the discovery and development of medicine and the advancement of public
health was one factor for the growth of population. But, the medical factor is refuted by
McKeown (1979, 1985) and Kass (1971) who argued that the role played by medicine
was insignificant before the introduction of penicillin and antibiotics and emphasized
instead that the efficient expansion of food supply is the sole reason for the growth of
population in Europe. Contrary to the Malthusian hypothesis, Boserup (1965, 1985),
Simon (1985) and Cohen (1979), all validate an objective theory that population growth
actually leads to innovation in agricultural techniques and therefore an increase in
production to keep up with the demand.
Schofield (1985) argued, with the help of other historians who found enough
evidence that birth control was adopted in pre-industrial England voluntarily. Watkins
and van de Walle (1985) also argue that famine has never been a serious threat to the
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population growth. McNeil (1976) and other scholars articulated that epidemics
engendered from the introduction of new organisms to the virgin regions of the world that
have never been exposed to such infectious diseases, claimed the lives of entire
populations

in

the

Americas,

Australia

and

the

Pacific

Islands.

These

new

microorganisms were carried by the colonial expeditions in their scramble for new lands
in the early modern epoch (Crosby, 1986).
From the above arguments of scholars on how food production can affect
population growth, two significant assumptions can be inferred. Prior to the 1800s the
population of Europe could arguably have been affected by the supply of food
production.

But,

the efficacy of the

supply of food production was deemed

inconsequential after that period. On the other hand, hunger and famine became
ambivalent in many parts of the world where at some places famine could have been
staved off. And as a matter of fact the more famine eradicated in Europe the more the
third world people suffered. This same topic will be discussed in other parts of the paper
such as the colonial disjunction.
Entitlement Approach
Amartya Sen in his book Poverty and Famines (Sen: 1981) presents a more vivid
argument suggesting that more recent famines resulted from the demand side rather than
the supply problem. While it is difficult to argue that food supplies in terms of
availability have not been solved globally, it is true that the availability and distribution
of food is far worse than the supply.
The extensive amounts of food production especially the last few centuries in
many parts of the world could guarantee enough food for every one in this world. (Sen;
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1981) The persistence of hunger and famine despite the prevalence of adequate food
production in this world probably needs a closer examination on the relations of supply
and demand. (Sen: 1981) With the presence of science and technology the emphasis
should be laid on the overall assessment and better distribution of the available food to
stave off the occurrence of famine. In this respect famine should be viewed as an
economic problem that entails the production, distribution and consumption of food and
not just a problem of food production.
Production, distribution, and consumption of food are interconnected in a web of
interwoven relationship, which brings together all the dynamics of stakeholders including
producers, markets, purchasers and consumers. Therefore, food deprivation, hunger and
famine can result from the breakdown of any of these links. (Sen; 1981)
This entitlement approach connects all three stages we have mentioned in a
network of economic viability and the failure of one of them could result in chronic
hunger and famine. If a person’s ability to command enough food for life sustenance
fails, that is when starvation starts and consequently famine and death. A person cannot
buy enough food when he or she doesn’t have the power to demand that product. In other
words the purchasing power of some segments of the society is worse than others in so
far that they cannot demand sufficient food for their household. In considering the theory
of supply and demand, the food production depends on market demand, and if the
demand fails it can have a negative effect on the supply and therefore food production.
Erroneously, it could be understood that there is not enough food supply when truly the
problem lies on the demand side.
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In an effort to comprehend the nature of hunger it is imperative to look into a
person’s entitlement to food and other commodities essential for one’s life. A person is
suffering from hunger because he cannot command the demand of food, is according to
Sen (1981), an entitlement problem and the cause of the problem could not be related to
food production. In any mode of production there are certain rules governing the rights of
people to having access to sufficient food supplies and other items essential to sustain
their life. To understand the entitlement approach we have to look into the endowment
factor, which determines a person’s ability to exchange goods and services for obtaining
food. Another factor is the exchange opportunity, which determines at what rate can the
person exchange what he owns for food. In the entitlement approach, which emphasizes
food deprivation, it is important to examine both the endowment and exchange
opportunity factors.
Other crucial issues outside the market systems which need more consideration in
an

attempt to

understand

entitlements

include the

right for employment

and

unemployment benefits if such social securities exist, which is not true in many parts of
the third world. Therefore, in analyzing entitlement approach, institutional structures
regarding legal, political and economic factors should be taken into consideration. That
further insures the person’s ability to avoid starvation and deprivation. (Sen; 1981)
We have witnessed two aspects of hunger that needs to be distinguished. First,
there is the periodic famine, acute starvation and massive death. This killer famine
persisted forever in the history of mankind despite the increases in food production along
local, regional, national and global levels. Famine occurrence in such countries as
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Somalia, Ethiopia, Sudan, Mozambique, the Sahel, Biafra, Bangladesh and Cambodia are
examples of this type of famine.
This type of killer famine should be distinguished from the chronic malnourishment, prevalent hunger and food deprivation, which are ravaging many parts of
third world countries. In the latter case hunger does not take its toll in the same fashion
that famine does. On the other hand because of the prolonged malnutrition and increasing
susceptibility to disease, hunger kills in an implicit manner. Food shortages and the
accompanying related commodities such as health services, medicine and the access to
clean water precipitates the situation and enhance mortality. Such mortality takes place
without any visible signs of mass starvation and destruction. Such an action goes
unnoticed with out the attention of the outside world or even in some segments of the
society consequently decimating whole families and societies. (Sen; 1981)
In the endeavor to distinguish between chronic hunger and undernourishment on
the one hand and severe famine on the other we must examine the entitlement approach.
On the one hand hunger can result from the continuous failure of the entitlement, while
on the other famines occur suddenly as a result of sharp decline of entitlements. In a poor
agricultural setting the landless laborer can safe a chronic hunger over his failure to
command enough food subsequently leading into undernourishment of families in that
situation (Sen; 1981). But, this cannot necessarily lead into severe starvation and sudden
loss of lives. However, persistent food deprivation leads families to be more susceptible
to diseases, which therefore is highly likely to lead to premature mortality. On the
contrary, sharp decline in employment and higher food prices in another group of the
same economic situation may result in decimating whole segments of the society
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involving all ages leading to famine. It is noteworthy that both cases can be seen in the
same country at different periods in time. In the case of Somalia, chronic hunger is
rampant in the most marginalized groups such as the rural peasants without suffering
heavy toll in loss of lives. But, in the drought of 1974, the first victims to be claimed by
the famine were from the same group. According to Amartya Sen (1981) both chronic
hunger and severe famines result from the failure of entitlements although they involve
different forms in different settings.
The theory of entitlement approach was developed by Amartya Sen particularly in
an attempt to construe the paradox involved in one of the tragic famines of this century—
the Great Bengal Famine of 1943. He carefully studied the available food supplies, and
concluded that the amount of food had not declined for a couple of years but still there
was wide spread mortality resulting from famine. At the same time he realized that the
pattern of deaths varied in the rural areas depending on the proximity to rice farming. In
further looking into the people’s movement at the height of the famines from their usual
occupations, it became obvious that the flight was mainly towards the agricultural areas
and proximity to areas related to rice production. In famine prone areas the price of grain
always goes up relative to that of other goods. In other words, people engaged in
activities other than that of grain or rice, as in the case of Bengal, had less to sell and
consequently could purchase less grain with each unit of commodity they could sell.
Sen reiterates his theory by further studying some more recent famines namely:
Bangladesh in 1974, the Sahel famines of the early 1970s, and the Ethiopian famines of
1973 and 1974. His theory was obviously built distinctively on an empirical not
empiricist approach. (Thompson; 1978) Sen applied his theory to African famines and
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investigated both food and non-food activities. While the non-food activities in Bengal
were fishing, it can be argued in the case of Africa that pastoral activity is an alternative.
In laying the foundations for his thesis in his book, he attacks the ‘Food Availability
Decline’ (FAD) hypothesis. FAD apparently argues that famines occur because of the
decline in the overall per capita availability of food emanating as a result of the
population growth and agricultural stagnation. In an attempt to negate the aggregate
approach. Sen stated in his book that FAD is not a great enough factor to play a role in
famine occurrence. He further argues therefore, that famines occur with and without
FAD, with and without the price hikes of grain, and with and without the occurrence of
other natural calamities.
Indigenous Approaches to Famine
To most people in the West famine is defined by the television pictures depicting
a starving child in Africa. Therefore, it is assumed that drought and the lack of a
sustainable economy cause famine. Such a naive and simple point of view is hard to
dispel from people’s minds. It has led many people to believe the concept of Food
Availability Decline (FAD), as it’s cause. Famine is also considered as a disaster
emanating

from

the

climatic

mishaps,

population

explosion

and

environmental

mismanagement.
Population explosion, environmental mismanagement and climatic crisis, lead us
to less food production per capita, therefore less food and immediately hunger ensues.
This naive approach is less pervasive in the academic arena, but is still prevalent in the
thinking of the practitioners of famine relief. The so called “world food crisis” supports
this erroneous idea.
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Contrary to the above-mentioned remarks are the indigenous people’s and
sufferer’s points view, which will be dealt with in this part of the study. Because of the
limited data available from indigenous perspectives it became imperative to look into
three important aspects of traditional views of famine:
a) Famine as cyclical;
b) Famine as erratic; and
a) Famine as process
Famine as Cyclical
This concept postulates that the recurring effects of famine and drought are a
means of resolving periodic crises of livestock overproduction and overgrazing. It is
believed that it enforces the reduction of both the production and productivity capacities
of pastoral labor. Consequently, droughts compel the communities to deploy all
necessary skills both internal and external relationships to reconstitute the decimated
herds. Therefore it is assumed such activities contribute a “cyclical” dimension to the
nature and function of the nomadic systems of production. In other words, as in the case
of Somali pastoralists, famine is considered cyclical because of its recurrence in every
seven years although the effects might vary from mild to harsh. It is also believed that
twice that time which is fifteen can witness another famine and the numbers could
increase geometrically.
Oral histories concerning famine and other livelihoods are preserved and
bequeathed to posterity through oral traditions commonly owned and preserved by
members of the elite in every community. These members sometimes play the role of
oracles, also known as traditional mystics or “spirit men” and cite their knowledge to
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centuries of observing and collecting information similar to the present day data. A most
remarkable aspect of studying traditional famine responses is that “ victims respond to
the attack on the sustainability of their livelihoods, not to the threat to their personal food
supplies” (Peter Walker: 1989). Communities suffering famine have done so time and
again through their histories in a manner corresponding to the recurring famines. Through
these periods they were able to accumulate enough knowledge to predict drought and war
recurrence and hence developed coping mechanisms. However, famine victims do not
respond to periods of stress from a point of ignorance, but through knowledge. This
knowledge encompasses both the process of famine suffered by the community and the
actions that have been done by individuals and communities, a knowledge, which is not
stagnant but dynamic, because it entails the livelihoods of entire communities and their
stocks. Their survival depends on this. Indigenous knowledge, like any other system of
knowledge, is constantly evolving. It is the body of knowledge derived and developed by
the sufferers of famine, who own the knowledge these days, rather than being constructed
in the western academic circles. The Indian Famine Codes or the famine contingency
plans of relief agencies are a good example of knowledge constructed by non-victims of
famine.
The victims approach to knowledge and its development can only be compared to
that of Frederick Engels basic forms of motion. In his book Dialectics of Nature (Engels:
1940) he laid the ground for his dialectical materialism, which he claimed was a mode of
existence and an inherent attribute of matter, which entails all changes and processes
occurring in the universe. In this, he articulated the mechanics of heavenly bodies and
terrestrial masses followed by the theory of molecular motion (physics), and the motion
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of atoms (chemistry). Engels argues that the nature we are in forms a system an
interconnected totality of bodies, which react with one another. It is this mutual reaction
that constitutes motion. Philosophers reached this recognition before it came in to
effective operation in natural sciences. (Engels: 1940)
This concept of nature articulated by Engels is prevalent in the indigenous
knowledge. It is derived and developed through time by successive generations and
though not written preserved through oral traditions. The same way indigenous
knowledge and coping mechanism evolve so do the factors causing famine, and the
changing landscape of political and economic context present in the setting. Coping
strategies may not function now because of the disruption of the socio-economic systems
by external forces including colonialism and the capitalist system in general. But, in the
past, these mechanisms most certainly had their successes, especially in mitigating and
sometimes averting famine and often ensuring survival despite the magnitude of the
famine. This logical and sequential nature of coping mechanisms should be taken into
consideration by the outsiders in order to learn the manner in which famines develop, and
for designing possible forms of relief and warning systems. Unfortunately there has been
no research on how victims cope with famine. There is not enough data on which theories
could be developed. The few case studies available examine coping skills in Africa
during the 1970s and 1980s and also few from the Indian sub-continent. Those few
available all convincingly agreed that this is a long process and only victims are the
experts in developing a sequence of methods to cope with such stress. Those who suffer
do not write, and, those who write never suffered famine.
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Famine as Erratic
Another aspect of an indigenous approach is erratic. The Sahelian pre-colonial
nomadic systems believed that potential instability emanates from the disequilibria in the
relations between animal population and the availability of fauna and flora, as well as the
corresponding sizes between livestock and the human groups tending them. Evidently,
the Sahelian pastoral nomads developed effective use of arid areas, where rainfall
variability is high. Consequently, fauna and flora were reduced periodically in a rather
erratic way and not cyclical manner.
When depletion occurs in grazing and water resources and extends to areas used
during good rainfall years, and the equilibrium mentioned above is threatened, the causal
effects of drought could be dissipated by the migrations of herds and people over a larger
spatial area. Drought can be defined here only relative to the production system.
Generalized droughts therefore occur when the larger and extended spaces could not
sustain the influx of homeostatic population due to the lack of sufficient rain in the
extended areas. It is this situation of generalized drought in which herd sizes are
decimated; a new equilibrium is reached while human groups restructure themselves. It is
therefore assumed that drought is an inbuilt regulator of the nomadic pastoral societies.
There are other subordinate processes prevalent in this general strategy of space
utilization, which is also responsible for the reproduction of the system. These include the
role played by the inter-ethnic reciprocal relationship as a regulator for space use in the
event for search for fauna, flora, and salt. In places where a feudal system is or was
practiced the landless peasants produce more food contributing to the food balance of the
community at large. Also, more food is or was subsidized by hunting and gathering certain
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fruits and grass-type species. The diversification of herds such as camels, cattle, goats and
sheep was another factor contributing to the inbuilt heterogeneity by reducing the impact
on vegetation. Herds were also overstocked in relation to human groups, to a point where
they could eventually be decimated, not only to be reduced by drought, but also they play
a pivotal role in maintaining and reproducing social relations
Famine as Process
Indigenous perspective of famine is one of process not an event. This view is now
shared by researchers, especially those who studied its non-biological dimension. The
process of famine can be construed in two-fold. On the one hand, famine occurrence is
episodic in nature and on the other hand it has a human element in determining
differential access to food.
Famine evolves in nature through an episodic process with different dimensions
(De Waal: 1987). The starting point known as the period of gestation coincides with the
weakening of food supplies; a second stage in which food inaccessibility reaches critical
dimensions where human behavior is altered from the normalcy common in nomadic
pastoral behavior; and finally a period of recovery. In addressing the recurrent nature of
famine, the Indian writer Amrita Rangasami arguably emphasized this. “We need to
know not only why famines are caused but why they tend to recur in certain
communities.” Obviously famines were recurrent in India in the nineteenth century. More
than a dozen famines were also registered in the west of Sudan since 1880.
In considering famine as a process it is imperative to consider the social, political
and economic dimensions, and negate the reductionist view, which claims famine as an
isolated incident, and emphasizes that famines recur in a high-risk dry area. From this
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viewpoint, avoiding the disaster of famine is simply relocating the inhabitants to another
place where fauna and flora are not scarce because of the abundance of rainfall (Peter
Walker; 1989).
The viewpoint mentioned above can be rejected for the following reasons. First,
famine has never affected the rich and the powerful even in the worst famine hit areas.
Secondly, there was never a time when famines wouldn’t have been prevented or at least
mitigated in recent history, including the 1943 Bengal famine, and the African famines in
the 1970s such as the Sahelian, Ethiopian, Somalia and Sudan, had the food resources
already within these areas been distributed equitably. And, thirdly, famines occur only in
poor countries. Rich countries have areas similar to the natural resources of the poor
countries yet famines do not occur. Examples of these places are the Great Plains of the
United States, which witness drought in every twenty years. Israel and the Middle East
have no greater rainfall than the Sahel, yet famine devastation has not been witnessed.
(Peter Walker; 1989)
In a research conducted by the Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee on the
peasant perceptions of famine, responses initially blamed the causes of famine on
weather. “If nature behaves favorably, there will be enough food for every one and, if
nature does not cooperate, there will be widespread famine and death” (Peter Walker;
1989). More extensive questioning however found that they believe there is a human
factor in deciding the fate of the people. They exposed that social relationships existed in
the village community to decide who suffers and who benefits. The victims, mainly
landless peasants in Bangladesh, believed that the stockpiling of food by the landlords
perpetuated food shortages. They told stories of how they were compelled to sell their
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labor and remaining possessions at very dismal prices, eventually forcing them to flee
and migrate to cities, and how they resorted to crime and begging in an effort to get cash
to buy food.
From the above statements we can deduce that famine is not only a natural
phenomena any more, but, also social, and at the same time involves the inability to buy
food then to it’s actual scarcity of food. The preceding facts vividly remind us of the fact
that: climatic fluctuations are an age-old factor in the pastoral systems of production and
social structures. (Peter Walker; 1989) However, it is erroneous to negate that the effects
of drought have changed due to the interaction between climatic phenomena with
economic and social factors endemic in the systems of pastoral production. These
systems always developed certain mechanisms to cope with drought. For example, the
presence of camel herding in the Horn of Africa for the past 1000 years, proved more
efficient than the agro-pastoralists even today.
In this manner we have to agree that there was a degree of control~the
exploitation of nature by man, despite the variation from one society to the other.
Consequently this affected the vulnerability of the said society. Therefore, climatic
factors only assume importance in relative terms in different environments and different
systems of production. Marx’s comment in the introduction to the critique of political
economy takes center stage: “Production has specific conditions and it’s own premises
which constitute its factors. At first these factors appear as natural or historical givens
and for a particular period, they seem to be the natural premises of production, while for a
different period, they appear as the results of an historical process.” If we agree on one
premise that climate has not changed drastically for the past several centuries, then the
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fact lies of their incorporation into an existing system of production. In short the
transformation of the production systems by the colonial powers affected the role of
climatic factors in the indigenous economies and their livelihoods.
Throughout the history of mankind, man in a manner that suits his systems of
production domesticated climatic factors. This doesn’t mean nature has been transformed
(a climate is never transformed) but an adaptation. (Bonte; 1986) Human adaptation has
been successful since time immemorial and skills were developed to cope with certain
climatic variations. There are however certain climatic factors, which set limits to, the
system of production, and which could reach to a proportion where human coping
mechanisms could not absorb any more.
Colonial Disjunction
The literature available so far about hunger is centered on the idea of how the
European world struggled to eradicate famine. Such efforts were not combined with
international efforts at least similar to those witnessed in the last few decades. European
colonialism however, was the sole cause of major disruptions in both the systems of
production and food supplies in many parts of the Third World. Even though
industrialization deprived many European workers by lowering their diet levels, at the
same time it had destroyed the livelihoods in the traditional craft producers in the
peripheries. (Kennedy, 1987 p. 147)
To understand the causation of famine in the Third World, it is important to look
into the efforts undertaken by European nation-states to increase food production more
quickly than population growth, an attempt that totally contradicted Malthusian
prediction. It was not only the growth of food supplies that was emphasized, but also the
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development of a transportation infrastructure and bureaucratic structures. Coupled with
the organizational structures were the social changes, which facilitated a high percentage
of the population to have access to food supplies. Along with the organizational and
social changes was the development of the consciousness of the citizens to demand more
food supplies and hold the governments responsible for the break down of any of these
infrastructures. (Newman; 1990)
It is imperative to focus on the peripheries of the European world economy, the
third world regions where colonialism has reaped the resources for the European home
markets at the expense of the starving millions in the Southern Hemisphere. In a study
conducted

to

compare

pre-colonial

and

colonial

food

production,

there were

overwhelming results that depicted on the devastation of food production at large under
colonialism. The study also showed how developed and distant markets controlled both
local wealth and overseas resources. (Newman; 1990) In addition, the emergence of
certain nutritional deficiency diseases, both in Europe and overseas colonies, were the
direct consequences of the disruption in traditional diets introduced by the colonial
powers.
Due to the lack of sufficient data on pre-colonial hunger, it will be difficult to
assess the magnitude of seasonal hunger, and famine has increased in the colonies to the
extent that information has increased due to improvements in communication. It is
evident however, that the introduction of colonial cash crops, such as sugar cane, coffee,
tobacco, tea, and cacao, appallingly disrupted traditional subsistence agriculture and
drastically affected the livelihoods of the indigenous population in those regions. Authors
like Mintz (1979 p. 60) argued however, that the same colonial cash crops, especially
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sugar, had a negative nutritional effect on populations in the metropolitan countries that
consumed them. Such argument however has been dismissed as more of an anecdotal
than a nutritional study.
The integration of the colonized countries in the world to the European world
economy has varied even during the peak of colonialism. There were societies that were
“external” to the European economy (Wallerstein, 1974, p. 301). China is living proof of
a nation that successfully resisted colonial penetration and later used alternative
economic measures to alter the capitalist encroachments to their economy and society.
The development of European world economy and the integration of the weaker
economies in the colonized world coupled with the infrastructure solely served to
augment the development and well being of the most developed parts of the world. The
consequence was to impoverish colonized peoples. The same infrastructure used to
extract food surplus from peasant producers in the south was also used to transport food
to areas of shortage. It is therefore imperative to say that the development of European
world economy was also responsible for the underdevelopment of the economies in the
Southern Hemisphere.
A prominent feature of both the millennium and the century was the
internationalization of plants. (Harlan, 1976 and Hobhouse, 1986) The European
colonizers preferred to have their local food products, such as wheatbread, and traveled
with it, and also some livestock with them across oceans. This process called “biological
imperialism” was studied by Crosby (1972, 1986). Europeans were always looking for
fertile lands to grow exportable food, but the adaptation to new food sources was very
slow. The newly adapted food sources were primarily used to feed the European poor and
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the plantation workers in the colonies. Plant importation was soon considered a lucrative
business worth undertaking. Outstanding examples of the internationalization of plants
include the importation of maize, cassava, and potatoes to the Old World for a multi¬
purpose endeavor, such as the transfer of familiar plants, entrepreneurial exploitation of
unfamiliar plants and finally the transfer of seeds. (Crosby: 1986)
To sum up the European colonialism and its role on famine it is important to
highlight a few points. First, progress was made in the introduction of new farming
techniques

and

agricultural

products

coupled

with

the

infrastructure

such

as

transportation and distribution networks. Secondly, it became imperative to hold some
one accountable in the famine catastrophe and the acceptability of famine. Governments
should be responsible for food distribution and averting famine if they are to stay in
power. The rulers of ancient Rome and pre-colonial India both practiced these procedures
by intervening market mechanisms when famine threatened. (Alamgir, 1980, p. 55)
However, there was little or no concern from the medieval and early modem European
rulers for their subordinates, whom they considered the suppliers of good life.
An important factor worth mentioning and highlighted above is the citizenship
rights. Although it was not extended across the population and has persistently reflected
the caste and class systems within and outside European imperialism, it was a major
factor to be reckoned with. And, despite the distant roles of central governments, local
administrators were able to constantly monitor the food situation. Paradoxically, the
destruction of food supply lines as part of a concerted effort from governments to starve
the opposition groups was a common place. Appleby argues that war not famine was
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responsible for the eighteenth and early nineteenth-century subsistence crisis in France
rather than any production and supply disasters (1979, p. 846).
The above argument by Appleby can be reiterated by quoting both American and
Soviet officials uttering such words as “food is a weapon,” which is prevalent in any
conflict in modem history. The destruction of food supplies in an attempt to break the
will of what some consider as a “hostile population,” has played a direct role in the
starvation of millions of people in this world. The Ukrainian famine of 1933 was
deliberately perpetrated as part of Stalin’s collectivization project. (Dalrymple, 1964)
From the above arguments we can infer that even though governments are held
responsible to feed their people, they are also responsible for the cruel deprivation and
destruction of food supplies for their own people who are considered “enemies” of the
state in order to enforce their subjugation.
Famine on the Peripheries
There is no doubt that hunger and famine existed in the Third World prior to the
colonial intervention. The contrast between the colonial and pre-colonial famines in itself
is misleading. (Wolf: 1982) The dawn of history did not begin with the European
discoveries. Each and every society in this world has it’s own history of conquest, trade,
cultural exchange and the like. But, there is little doubt that the magnitude of exploitation
has created havoc for the non-European world. It is therefore important to highlight what
kind of famines occurred prior to the intervention and exploitation of Europeans and their
new technology.
It is often difficult to find reliable data that predates the colonial intervention
except the recollection of older members in a community who preserved some
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information through oral traditions. (Apeldoom, 1981) Some researchers have even
undertaken the difficult task of collecting legends and myths as a source of data into the
pre-colonial famines and the coping mechanisms used.
Pankhurst (1976) and Zewde (1976) present a case study of how Ethiopian
aristocratic rule prior to the 1900 connived to create food shortages in order to establish
their grip on power. Chipungu (1984) and Bryceson (1981) presented similar arguments
in different ways in other parts of Africa. Durrill (1986), presents a study on how trading
of goods scavenged from offshore shipwrecks disrupted the coping mechanisms in
northern Somalia. Schmitt (1970) studied famine occurrence in Hawaii prior to the
American conquest and concluded that war not drought was the cause of the worst
famines.
With the above highlights of some authors on pre-colonial coping mechanisms,
we now turn on the effect of colonization on food production and the subsequent
supplies, and at the same time, the impact of colonial agriculture on dietary changes in
the peripheries. Whatever assumptions made on agricultural systems in the peripheries
prior to the European intervention, it is imperative to understand that their primary
objective was to produce enough food for their inhabitants. It is believed that the
Caribbean islands, the Incas of the Andes, and the Indian sub-continent all produced
enough food for the population and at instances produced surplus to support other parts or
for trading with the rest of the world. Other traits include advanced social organizations,
skilled craft workers and written tradition.
The European colonists however had a different agenda. While they produced
their own food and cash crop for export in their own countries, they found a large and
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cheap labor and also a future market for their manufactured goods in the New World. The
tropical and sub-tropical zones became an ideal place for their plantation agriculture, and
the indigenous agricultural systems were eradicated in it’s totality and the indigenous
populations were forced to produce their own food in small plots of land while working
on the European plantations. If the food produce in these plots of land was not enough to
support the indigenous population, the colonists imported food from other parts of the
world, and the new subjects were left with no other choice but to succumb to the newly
imported food. (Dirks; 1978) Watts (1984) presents a case in point, about the application
of this system in the West Indies and in particular Barbados.
The few remarks above are not an attempt to portray the pre-colonial agricultural
systems as immune to famine, but rather to manifest the new kind of famine introduced
by the western colonialism. The new kind of famine was introduced by destroying the
indigenous agricultural systems; the coping mechanisms and the traditional entitlement
relations prevailed in those cultures for ages. This, however, elevated the degree of
poverty and famine from its limited effects into severe and catastrophic phenomena of
regional or national and some times continental scope, which directly affects the lowest
strata of these societies.
India can be taken as a good example because of its diversity and the information
available. It is apparently agreed upon, although with some degree of controversy, that
the scope and magnitude of famine worsened after the imposition of British rule in the
sub-continent, despite the implementation of some famine codes in the late nineteenth
century. (Alamgir, 1980) It is an irony, however, to say that the colonial infrastructure
and administration, which was used in extracting resources at the expense of the millions
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of Indian peasants, also helped the efforts to avert famine during subsequent years.
(McAlpin, 1983)
The impact of new crops introduced into Africa and the New World on dietary
diversification and the impending hunger and famine was unprecedented in the history of
these parts of the world. The intervention of Europeans in Africa and the America’s
brought an immense intercontinental exchange of animals and crops. Wheat, vegetables,
and herbs were grown in the Americas both for staple food for people and for the
European livestock and poultry. By the end of the sixteenth century, crops like wheat,
barley, herbs and vegetables and livestock including cattle, goats, sheep, and fowl were
introduced in Latin America. Horses, bulls, and asses were introduced both for
cultivation purposes and for transport between distant places. British settlers in North
America immediately started applying enclosure systems for habitation and agriculture
and converted the grazing lands of the indigenous peoples, for their interest, in an effort
to introduce their animals and crops.
By the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, hacienda and plantation agriculture was
introduced along with the animals and crops mentioned above. The direct exploitation
and enslavement, of the indigenous labor and imported workers followed the land
appropriation in many parts of the Third World. While Europeans competed for market
dominance and new market crops, the indigenous nutrition, health and life were in
jeopardy especially at the initial period of adjustment with the new crops. The colonial
masters showed little or no regard to this misery. The second phase of appropriation of
both land and labor started with the early Spanish domain.
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By the eighteenth century, sugar trade was a flourishing business, adding misery
to the already ailing and malnourished workers, who were cultivating and cutting the
cane on plantations located on the tropics of the New World. And at the same time
contributing to the ill-fated, malnourished European industrial workers who substituted
sugar as their staple foods. (Mintz, 1985) The Western-dominated economy including
both agriculture and the newly introduced livestock had as a whole a negative impact on
the indigenous land-use and food systems. (MacLeod, 1973)
The European colonists brought with them maize, which later transformed the
whole European diet. Major New World crops were also transferred, such as white
potato, cassava and sweet potatoes, to Europe Africa and China, subsequently
contributing to the changing cycles of cultivation and nutrition patterns. The increase in
population in the Western Europe during the industrial revolution can be directly related
to the introduction of New World crops. While the indigenous population in the
colonized countries worked hard to feed millions of non-food producing people in
Europe, they were not entitled to have enough food to sustain their livelihoods.
The food crops transferred from one part of the world to the other were singled
out of native production, processing and consumption contexts with out complimentary
species to maintain productivity. Consequently, the newly introduced crops, with a
different system of preparation, storage, and distribution, had worsened the situation
rather than alleviated famine. Thus European patterns of land use and food production
disrupted the indigenous adaptations to land and local foods, thereby destroying their
systems of entitlement prior to the European intervention.
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Conclusion
In this chapter I have attempted to posit different theories and approaches to the
causes of famine and the ways and methods that different societies in this world
developed their coping mechanisms. It is an attempt to portray the different aspects of
famine to this ample but under-researched field. As a researcher my view of famine has
not been incorporated. But I will put my own personal analysis of famine in the following
chapters.
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CHAPTER 3

FAMINE: THE PRECIPITATING FACTORS: THE CASE OF SOMALIA
Introduction
Throughout the known history of the world, famine haunted mankind in various
times and space. Generally speaking four time periods are considered for the chronicle
study of famine: the age of early humans—the period of transition from hunting and
gathering to the origins of agriculture; distant millennia—the development of urban
centers from Mesopotamia temple cities to Rome and medieval Europe; past centuries—
the development of a worldwide economic system; and the recent past, characterized by
what some considered the global food system.
This chapter however, will focus on the latter stage and how famine plagued the
pastoral and agro-pastoral society in Somalia. It will explore the incompatibility of
subsistence agro-pastoralism and development objectives and how externally imposed
market systems disrupted the traditional ways of resource management and their
harmonious relationship with the environment. These concepts will be dealt with
chronologically, from the colonial intervention in the scramble for Africa, to how the
colonial concepts of divide and conquer affected the lives of peasant societies.
The nature of the relationship between society and ecology will be taken into
consideration in ecological, political and socio-economic context. The emergence and
recurrence of famine could not simply be attributed to the failure of a society to sustain
itself, but it can be construed through the failure of a wide-ranging set of long-term
objectives deliberately implemented in a vulnerable rural environment to bring about
rapid change.
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Finally, although the colonial powers defined the problem in purely ecological
terms, such as overstocking, excessive exploitation of land, wasteful methods of stock
breeding etc, this chapter posits the blame bluntly on the colonial administrative policies
and the successive neo-colonial regimes. Prior to the intervention of colonial systems
indigenous coping strategies were employed and successive generations modified
through experience. However these mechanisms were deliberately destroyed to ensure
that the rural population succumbed to the overall control of the new masters.

Ecological Stress

This chapter will examine the historical continuities of ecological change and
ecological stress in northeast Africa in general and Somalia in particular. The legacy of
the Sahelian famine of the 1970s and the Northeast African famine of the 1980s has left
images of the continent. These images presented to the western world by the media re¬
visited old stereotypes of over-farming, overstocking of livestock herds, fatalistic
attitudes of traditional societies, and the callous indifference of indigenous governments
to the suffering of their own people. The same school of thought describes Africa’s state
of affairs as crisis: environmental crisis, economic crisis, debt crisis, development crisis,
and political crisis. (Anderson, 1988)
African studies are often associated with ‘timelessness’. That Africans were either
stuck in an unproductive activity for a long time or Africans have existed in equilibrium
with nature until the external forces of colonialism and capitalism disrupted the natural
balance. These assumptions are misleading and reinforce ‘crisis management’ ideology,
which is a reflex action of the development paradigm. This chapter, however, will
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challenge that ideology and present an alternative approach to the stereotypes and
assumptions, which dominated the popular image of the continent in general.
Ecology can be explained in simple terms as the relations between organisms and
the environment surrounding them, and human activity is an important factor in changing
ecology. Human impact is considered a social impact since humans are organized in
societies. Therefore, it is implied that ecology entails a society’s relationship with nature,
and ecological change emanates from mutual reciprocity of environment and society.
This relationship between ecology and society sometimes misleads expatriate
researchers who rush to categorize the different modes of subsistence production as
strictly agro-pastoralists, pastoralists and hunter-gatherers. It is commonly agreed
however, that in a particular community the more fluidity there is between these modes
of production, the better the community copes with environmental adversity. In southern
Somalia, especially the Bay Region, formerly known as the bread basket of Somalia, but
which later carried the sobriquet name of the city of death, communities which are
strictly engaged in one mode of production are far fewer than those which dwell across
modes of production. Although trade flourished between pastoralists and agropastoralists, who some times barter valuable commodities of milk and grain, all people
can be involved in hunting and gathering in adverse conditions. The exclusive
community of cultivators also depends on oxen for plowing. Therefore it doesn’t seem
logical to lock one group into a fixed mode of production, when practically all
communities survive by practicing different forms of systems of production.
The introduction of social Darwinism into the debate rendered a great hurdle to
the dynamics of the fluidity and relationship of various modes of production. In this

56

theory, agricultural communities are placed at the top while hunter-gatherers are left at
the bottom of the evolutionary process. (Anderson: 1988) This system of social hierarchy
assumes sedentary agriculture as the most civilized, while other modes of production are
considered as primitive and backward.
The biggest ecological disaster in northeast Africa, Somalia included, was the
famine of 1880s and 1890s, which has its mark in contemporary history in the process of
changing relationships between communities. (Pankhurst, 1961) This killer famine was
not the result of drought or overgrazing, but a rinderpest epidemic, which afflicted the
northeast Africa region consisting of Ethiopia, Somalia, Sudan, Uganda and Kenya. The
initial source was infected cattle imported through the Red Sea ports of Somalia and
Eritrea. The disease spread throughout the region like bush fire and decimated the cattle
population in the whole region. Not only the lowland pastoralists suffered, but it also
spread to the Ethiopian highlands and down the Rift valley.
Authors like Pankhurst and Johnson never really exposed the conspiracy theory
involved in this matter. The reason behind the importation of cattle in northeast Africa-the first and last of it’s kind has never been debated. They attribute the catastrophe to
cattle raiding and the rural networks of exchange and marriage obligations. This theory,
erroneous as it is, treated consequences as causes.
The rinderpest epidemic coincided with the colonial scramble for northeast
Africa. Even Crosby, who defined the epidemic as ‘ecological imperialism,’ ironically
termed it as ‘accidental.’ (Crosby; 1986) He argued that biological impact preceded
political domination. The paradox of the simultaneous arrival of epidemic disease and
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colonial rule is that one has divided the land into new spheres of influence, the other
totally ignored these boundaries and spread through out the region.
The impact of colonial boundaries intended to divide communities was profound
and precarious. On the one hand it affected the pastoral societies, which could have
access to various ecological zones. And on the other, it created a new set of identities,
which had not existed before, and which until the present day most of the colonized
countries are not able to resolve. The colonial boundaries created such names as Uganda,
Kenya, Sudan, and Somalia and determined who will be Ethiopian or Somalian. This
topic will be dealt in the following part of this chapter.
There should be a political factor in discussing ecological stress, whether we are
talking about pre-colonial, colonial or post-colonial system of government. Thus,
political decisions have a profound impact on the economies and natural environments of
the societies. Indeed, recent histories showed us how political decisions of the state can
further deepen the adversity of the environmental impact.
The establishment of political boundaries resulting in the break up of rural
networks formed the transformation of new identities. Communities can be broken and
reformed and new identities re-emerge. New identities do not emerge only with the
occurrence of a major catastrophe, but through the dynamics of time and space and the
progressive nature of the trans-human societies. By looking into the periods of expansion
and contraction of these groups and the change in borders imposed by the colonial
governments, one can determine identity in Somalia and the surrounding regions.
Therefore, ecology changes with the change in identity. By becoming aware of the
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changing relationship between society and environment, we can rewrite the history of
famine in Somalia and the region.
The impact of the rinderpest epidemic was unthinkable. Livestock mortality
reached unprecedented proportions. Eyewitness accounts estimate the death toll to 90
percent of the cattle. Oral history accounts claim that herds of 500 to 1,000 head were
decimated in one or two days, reducing the wealthy Somali herdsmen to overnight
poverty and destitution.
The year 1888-89 witnessed the coincidence of rinderpest and drought. The
drought was the initial cause of the harvest failure but the death of the plow oxen
aggravated the situation. The crisis got even worse when the farmers, unable to use their
customary plows, became too desperate to use hand tools. Their indolence and inactivity
left the land fallow. Outbreaks of pests like caterpillars and locusts were the third cause
of the famine. Eyewitness accounts claim that these pests finished what was left of the
crops.
Following a practice recorded in many famines in the world, the destitute people
flocked from one part of the country to the other in search of food and new lands where
they can settle. The exodus of people who were strong reached the few urban centers
where the newly formed colonial administration established refugee camps. Some of the
people reached all the way to Djibouti, while others arrived in great numbers to Bulhar
and Berbera.
The feeding centers established by the colonial governments served as the initial
source to recruit cheap labor as a subordinate staff, as well as the first conscripts of
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World War I. Almost all colonial powers in Somalia-the Italians, British and French
conscripted Somalis for their rank and file to fight distant and unknown wars.
Political Stress
The establishment of political borders by the colonial powers, followed by the
newly independent nation states created great havoc to the mobility and space use of
pastoral societies. The homeostatic nature of pastoralists knew no borders. Their
livestock was led to distances in search of fauna and flora. The emergence of new borders
weakened the coping mechanisms of the pastoral societies by limiting their space of
mobility and being subjected to new systems of taxation by the independent
governments. This part of the paper will emphasize the impact of the colonial partition of
Somalia on its population across modes of production.
Somalia was an example for historians and other scholars when dealing with
partition and dismemberment of Africa and the lack of concern on the part of the colonial
governments. American historian Stavrianos portrayed Somalia’s dismemberment in his
Book the World Since 1500:
Europe’s imprint was as marked in the political field as it was in the economic
and cultural fields. To start, the boundaries of the various colonies had to be fixed
(here the outcome depended purely upon the European balance of power). No
attention was paid to the indigenous people concerned, so that they often found
themselves under the rule of two or even three European powers. Some of the
Somali, for example, were ruled by the French, others by the British, still others
by the Italians, and a number even found themselves within the boundaries of
Ethiopia. (1971; 383)
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The Intervention of the colonial state, the post-colonial and the military dictatorship that
followed all disrupted the political, economic and social life of the rural society in
general. The proliferation of new ports on coastal areas and the formation of a new
system of transportation endangered the traditional trade patterns and closed down the
existing traditional markets culminating the way of life for whole segments of the society.
The emergence of newly independent nation-states further aggravated the precarious
situation by consolidating the artificial borders drawn by European colonists. This
imposed limitations on the mobility across various ecological zones and facilitated the
governments for exerting control and imposing taxes. The cumulative effect of the above
mentioned practices took its toll on the land and people by devastating the natural
equilibrium and paving the way for drought and eventual famine.
The pastoral society in Somalia is under-researched and deserves further study.
The land is considered and referred to by western writers as a famine prone region while,
in fact, the land had sustained its inhabitants for ages. It is important however to
underline the role of external powers in perpetuating famine by using the above
mentioned practices. Successive governments in the region realized the difficulty of
controlling the pastoral community, and therefore resorted to harsh measures of
systematically destroying the pastoral production both directly and indirectly.
The various modes of production of Somali rural population are not static or
exclusively locked in one form of production. Any community, depending on the
situation, practices the pastoral, agro-pastoral and hunter-gatherer modes. Pastoralists
practice agricultural skills in rain-fed dry land or on irrigated flood plains to support the
livestock production of the household. This equilibrium of animals and people depending
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on the natural environment for their sustenance is related to the basis and superstructure
of the society and their territory. (Ingold, 1980)
The inherent feature is for the community to travel each year over a certain area in
search of sustenance; shifting and relocating their hamlets and animals across ecological
zones looking for greener pastures. Each year, a pastoral lineage or community is
estimated to travel approximately 200 square kilometers annually. This movement
usually coincides with the dry seasons (Jiilaal & Hagaa) of July to September and
January to March. (Shears, 1976)
Somali people inhabit a sizeable territory in the horn of Africa. They inhabit not
only Somalia proper but also the Djibouti, Ethiopia (Ogaden region, sometimes known as
Western Somalia), and Kenya (Northern Frontier District). More than 75 per cent of the
population subsists on livestock production, trading and management. They rear camels,
cattle, sheep, goats, donkeys, horses and chickens. Hunting and gathering is also
practiced by some segments of the society, but might be practiced by all during adverse
conditions to supplement whatever is left for them. Except for camels (one-humped
dromedary) and cattle (zebu type), other livestock is used for petty cash for immediate
needs and other long-term provisions. For that matter, stock maximization is the ultimate
goal for the individual proprietor as a source of insurance and social security. (Swift,
1977) Such practices caused the Somalis to own probably the largest camel population in
Africa. One’s status in the society depends on the herd of camels or cattle owned. It is a
symbol of wealth and prestige.
The quantity and quality of the livestock depend on the geographical location and
the difference on ecological zones. The higher the elevation of a certain zone, the more
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rainfall it receives and therefore the more density in livestock population. Because of the
prevailing climatic conditions, camels are considered the most valuable livestock, which
can represent the ‘capital goods’ for exchange of other important commodities. Other
small livestock and agricultural production are utilized to supplement these capital goods.
Camels are the standard medium for exchange used to pay blood compensation and other
physical and moral damages. (Lewis, 1955) Both camel milk and meat are used for big
events.
Maize and sorghum are cultivated in higher plateaus, which receive enough
rainfall, and on the lower plains too. The harvest period varies according to elevation.
(Dolal, 1988) Other agricultural products include vegetables, beans, peanuts, and fruits
such as oranges and bananas. These commodities are exchanged locally or exported to
distant markets inside and outside the country. It is inexplicable however that those
pastoral products have higher prices than the agricultural products. This economic
phenomenon has nothing to do with the number of hours spent on the labor or the supply
and demand issues. The price of a commodity is determined through the cultural
perspectives of the society and the multiple purposes of its usage. It is therefore
understandable that pastoralists have established their primacy in the rest of the society.
By the same token, any external intrusion to challenge their system or interfere with the
pastoral system of production is confronted with harsh encounter.
Local Oppressions
The scramble for Africa was not confined to European powers only. The
Ethiopian Kingdom took its fare share of the partition of Africa, particularly the
dismemberment of Somalia, which began as early as 1897 and culminated in 1954. This
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was the beginning of a long upheaval of colonial intervention and Somali response in
those parts under the Ethiopian rule. This spawned what is considered as the ‘camel
holocaust’ and ‘concentration camps,’ an effort by the colonizers to break the will of the
Somali pastoralists and impose their authority. (Dolal, 1988) The Ethiopian forces were
given full authority to loot and plunder any livestock owned by Somalis. It was the
beginning of a long and arduous journey for both nations in the struggle for selfdetermination. This struggle precipitated and contributed to the impending catastrophes
of drought, war and famine.
The

imperial

government

of Ethiopia

imposed

its

punitive

policies

of

sedentarization and villagization programs, and introduced the pastoral ‘head tax’ (zelaan
gibir) of 30 Ethiopian dollars from 1960-1970. (Dolal, 1988) These repressive policies
were the main causes responsible for the 1962 famine in the Ogaden. Ironically, the
Marxist regime of Ethiopia again re-introduced the system of taxation in 1987, this time
for 100 Ethiopian dollars. The same system continued while just recovering from the
1984 killer famine. Even the western relief was not accessible to these areas. This system
of taxation diminished the pastoral system of production because the livestock take off
was excessive for households and communities in general. The International Livestock
Center of Africa (ILCA) was very concerned about these measures and reported that 75
percent of the land inhabited by Somalis (90 per cent of which was grazing land) was
turned into cultivation land (ILCA, 1977).
The Ogaden debacle of 1977 left the pastoralists destitute. The Ethiopian
occupying forces looted 112,647 cows, 3,582 camels, 77,895 sheep and goats, and 216
donkeys. Eight hundred and ninety-two herders were slaughtered while attempting to
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defend their herds between 1964 and 1971 in the region of Diri-dawa alone. (Wais, 1978)
In 1988 alone, the Ethiopian authorities looted 2,390 camels, 544 cows, 15,890 goats and
sheep, and 70 donkeys in Godey region and 17 herders lost their lives.
Such destructive measures by the occupying forces contributed and exacerbated
the loss of human lives, the misappropriation of peoples’ property and the environmental
and ecological depletion. The great famine of 1984 was largely the result of the
repressive state policies followed by the nationalist liberation wars raging in the Ogaden,
Eritrea, and Tigrey and the subsequent scorched earth policy of the Ethiopian Marxist
government. The 100-dollar ‘head tax’ was substituted for two adult camel or cattle for
the yearly taxation of two person of all ages. It was unthinkable for the pastoralists, who
had no access to currency and who are adamantly against taxation, to accept such
measures.
More than a million Somali refugees from the Ogaden region alone crossed the
border to Somalia, therefore putting pressure on the already ailing economy of Somalia
proper. The wars and the drought engendered as a result, displaced the pastoral
communities and forced them into migration. The continual denial of the nationalities to
self-determination and the struggle of peoples to insure their rights, further led to the
demise and destruction of the pastoral mode of production, thus precipitating famine to
be inflicted and suffered across nationalities and ethnicities. Also, the effect of the
repressive measures against pastoralists was further exacerbated by the destruction of the
environment caused by the burning of forests to generate charcoal, introduction of cash
crop, and the clearing of the Savannah bushes for security purposes to avert any
nationalist attacks.
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The part of Somali territory occupied by Ethiopia was probably the most
competently fought of all the territories because of its sizable area and vegetation. Other
regions including Djibouti and the Northern Frontier District (NFD) in Kenya witnessed
similar nationalist wars. Refugees from all parts inhabited by Somalis spilled over to
Somali Republic, which had neither the resources nor the capacity for the influx of
refugees. In 1963-65 the armed struggle waged by the Ogaden Liberation Front (OLF),
the 1967 referendum of Djibouti and the armed struggle of the Somalis in the Northern
Frontier District (NFD), between 1963 and 1968, were all responsible for an influx of
refugees, which overwhelmed the poor Somali economy, and disrupted the natural
equilibrium of those regions.
The new Marxist regime in Ethiopia, albeit a change in administration and
ideologies consolidated the archaic imperial policy of Naftenya (land conquerors), a
policy, which emphasized land rather than people. The denial of the nationalities to selfdetermination, the autocratic rule of the military junta, and the nationalization of all
economic sectors, including the pasture lands of the rural areas, all contributed to the
nationalist fervor and the wars raging Ethiopia during the 1970s and 1980s. The
intransigence of the junta for its non-dialogue stance also aggravated the situation.
In another scenario, periods of drought and famine are not new for pastoralists,
such as the Boran and Somalis in Kenya. What is new however, is the extent and duration
of famine in recent years and the longer periods of recovery. Again, the problem is
blamed conventionally on the weather and the environmental destruction of pastoralsits
themselves. Again, this exposes the ruthlessness of national governments always putting
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the blame on the victims rather than seeking critical perspectives to explain the
catastrophe.
In 1963, Somalis in Kenya voted overwhelmingly to join their brethren in the
Somali Republic, but Britain, which colonized the Northern Frontier District with Kenya,
decided to fulfill its promises towards Jomo Kenyatta and ceded it to Kenya. Immediately
there was an armed struggle uprising in the area in which the Kenyan government labeled
with the name shifta meaning bandit. This attitude from the Kenyan government further
exacerbated the situation by considering the whole movement as an outbreak of criminal
activities. A state of Emergency was decreed, which further reiterated by providing a
blank sheet to the security forces, giving them a mandate to arrest people without trial for
56 days, confiscate any assets, and restricting their freedoms of movement and assembly.
A buffer zone between the Somali-Kenyan border was created prohibiting Somalis to
cross. Death penalty was mandated for anyone possessing firearms and special courts
were set up for Somalis alone, which offered no guarantee of due process of law. (Alex
de Waal; 1997) Considering the area inhabited by Somalis as a special district, there were
more heavy-handed government actions, such as incarceration and detention of civilians
and the relocation of entire tribes and the confiscation of their land. People were
subjected under military onslaught, which impacted every way of life. Government forces
looted and slaughtered vast numbers of livestock in an attempt to deny transport for the
armed struggle and the majority of the population was confined to small centers, where
security forces could monitor their movement. In such a manner the whole population
was impoverished and a class of the destitute was developed, later turning to banditry,
while the most educated fled to Somali Republic
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The oppression and ethnic cleansing was not confined to territories inhabited by
Somalis. The Isiolo Boran was also having their fare share of the repressive measures and
was subjected to decades of ‘pacification.’ (Hogg, 1985) In the war of 1963-67, the
Kenyan army relocated all Boran society into three urban centers, denying them freedom
of movement, thereby leading to severe impoverishment due to the loss of livestock. The
wealthy Boran were able to survive by diversifying their assets into trade and other local
business, while the poor became poorer as a result of the loss of stock and many of them
ended up languishing in big cities in search of wages. Those who could not make the
cities were surviving through relief handouts. (Hogg, 1986) The same dependency and
sedentarization was being experienced in the Samburu inhabited areas. (Sperling, 1987)
In 1968, there was a normalization of relationships between Kenya and Somalia,
but this did not end the violent repression aimed at the Somali nationals in Kenya,
including ‘shoot to kill’ policy to alleged poachers. This was followed by summary
execution of large segments of the population, which culminated in the massacre of 2,000
people in February 1984, at Wajir. These people were massacred at the town’s airport,
(de Waal, 1997) It is unfortunate to find out that the Somalia government did not respond
to these atrocities at the time because many speculate that Siyad Barre agreed to the
killings, as many of the victims were from another tribe other than his, and was also in
constant war with his tribe. Land and livestock confiscation were brutally sustained and
Kenyan government officials clearly stated more than once that ‘Nomadism will no
longer be tolerated.’ (Survival International) This was followed by barring most of the
Somalis from getting any urban jobs. And next came the ‘screening’ of Somalis
throughout the nation and deportation of anyone found not carrying Kenyan identity
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cards. It was not before 1991 when the State of Emergency was lifted, but the military
campaign continued unabated, using cattle raiders from Somalia as a pretext for sustained
military presence.
Socio-Economic Stress
Post-Colonial Period: The Paradox of Socialism and Famine
Usually it is said that periodic droughts cause bad crops and therefore starvation.
But it is the elites of starving countries that propagate this idea. It is a false idea.
The unjust or mistaken allocation of funds or national property is the most
frequent source of hunger. (Ryszard Kapuscinski, The emperor, 1974)

Rather than working hard to stave off famine, the successive regimes in Somalia
appeared to inadvertently exacerbate it by systematically dismantling the indigenous
micro-credit systems that not only existed for centuries, but also flourished among the
rural communities since time immemorial. During the first part of the post-independence,
a period also known as neo-colonial the parliamentary governments, weak and corrupt as
they were, never really altered the existing systems.
During difficult times, such as famine, micro-credit systems were an alternative
method of coping with drought and survival strategies were purely local. In agricultural
areas local traders and grain owners were culturally bound to open their stores for people
to take supplies on credit. Then, within a period of one year after rainfall, it is anticipated
that the grain will be paid in cash or in kind. Similarly, in a nomadic setting, lactating
camels or cattle are given to a kinsman precisely to ensure the survival of his family
during adverse conditions. This system is known as “maal” in the Somali language.
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which literally means milking. After the rainfall the livestock is returned to the rightful
owner with no charge to the temporary owner.
The famine in 1974 however, witnessed the worst disruption more than any other
government system. The military regime in Somalia turned Marxist overnight and started
to step up drastic measures to change the prevailing systems in the country. In an effort to
curb the direct and indirect exploitation of the country’s weak economy from the
capitalist markets, they opted for a non-capitalist way of development. They anticipated
that rapid development would be achieved through a socialist system. The nationalization
of the financial sector followed by the establishment of trading agencies seemed a
panacea for the ills of the country at the beginning. What followed were the
consequences of the application of an alien system to the economy and society of a
nascent nation without introducing skilled cadre to design and supervise the application
of the new system.
Despite the fact that some authors like Habte Selassie, an Eritrean writer, admired
Siyad Barre and his early revolutionary policies, little or nothing was done to ameliorate
the lives of the most vulnerable groups in the society. The new regime embarked on the
social transformation of the old democratic tenets with new revolutionary spirit, the
“scientific socialism.” Habte

Selassie argues that famine relief in Somalia was

competently managed and he continues to say what was supposed to be a literacy
campaign turned in to a relief effort. (Selassie; 1980)
In the name of scientific socialism and rapid progress, the government extended
control of agriculture by establishing a government owned marketing agency known as
the Agricultural Development Agency (ADC). The function of this agency was to play
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the role of the middleman in the trading of grain from agricultural areas to the pastoral
nomads. Immediately, the agency turned into a monstrous, highly bureaucratic enterprise
and undertook disastrous agricultural policies.
The agency imposed fixed prices for the grain, imposed production quotas on the
peasants, intervened and eventually brought to a halt all private grain trade, and finally
imposed taxes. These drastic measures ultimately reduced the peasants’ motivation to
produce more grain and became confined to their fields. The government prices were
ludicrously low but the only other option for private trade was through the black markets,
which were dangerously against the law.
The peasants had no choice but to comply. For sheer stubbornness, grain was
unpicked because farmers didn’t want to sell their produce for such low prices considered
official in the governments’ eyes. One editorial in the country’s newspapers published a
title “let them eat watermelons,” implying the military junta. Almost all peasants started
to convert their farms from grain producing to watermelon gardens because there was no
price control on watermelons.
This agency, as mentioned above, started to undertake a difficult task of
delivering grain from the fertile lands of the Juba and Shabelle and the riverine areas,
which are the most fertile parts of the country, to the drier areas mostly inhabited by
nomads. The disruption of the micro-credit network started here. The network between
the village trader and the rural population was ignored. The nomadic folks don’t carry
cash each time they come to the village to purchase food provisions. Instead they get food
for credit and pay it during the rainy seasons when their livestock is worth more money.
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This proved the lack of sensitivity from the government side, which demanded
cash for grain from the nomadic people. It was an irreconcilable contradiction, which
pitted the government administrators against the nomadic population. Furthermore, it was
a proof that the soviet-modeled policy was not applicable in rural Somalia.
The disastrous agricultural policy, augmented with drought all over the country,
devastated the land, the peasant farmers and the livestock, resulting in the worst famine
since 1889. The magnitude of the famine finally forced itself through the regime. One of
Siyad Barre’s deputies, Ismail A. Abokor, touring the North broke the news through the
BBC without consulting his superior. Initially Siyad Barre attempted to conceal the
effects of famine by reducing it to a prolonged winter (meaning drought). But, the famine
was not as trivial as he wished and could not be kept secret any more.
In The Quality of Mercy, a book about the world’s reaction to the tragedy in
Cambodia in the late 1970s, author William Showcross wrote that, “Some of areas of the
world are bathed in the glare of publicity, from some there are only glimmers of light,
and others are in total darkness.”
The western media didn’t normally approach African countries and their problems
the way they approached other parts of the world, including the Third World. Unlike
Latin America, black Africa doesn’t enjoy geographical proximity, nor did it have the
strategic importance of the Middle East, or the economic impact of Asia. Black Africa is
considered to be a “human interest” story. (Kaplan, 1988)
In the 1974 famine of Somalia there was not even enough human interest from the
West. The country struggled to save the famine victims by reconstituting its meager
resources. Various sectors of the government were called upon to participate in the effort
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of saving the famine victims, including students and the army. The only major foreign
help came from the Soviet Union, which will remain in the traditional histories of the
Somali people for centuries to come.
Despite the viewpoint that blames the disaster on the bad policies of the regime,
there is a vantage point, which argues otherwise. Michael Harrington, in his Book
Socialism Past and Future, strongly argues that:
If any one wants to understand the failures of the Third World in their historical
and structural context, one should be able to comprehend that the people who
suffered, were often motivated by inherently plausible rage against injustice and
frustrated by conditions imposed on them against their will
He further continued to argue:
The conservative glee over the failure of Third World socialism is so convenient
in proving the superiority of First World capitalism and requires one more
preliminary comment. Those failures are the result of deeply flawed attempts to
deal with the human agony of poverty and underdevelopment imposed upon these
societies by the amoral Western capitalism, which rationalized its crimes in the
name of a civilizing mission. (1989, p. 62)
Conclusion
The consolidation of repressive policies in Africa and the struggle of peoples for
self-determination disrupted the rural systems of production, resulting in the suffering of
the most vulnerable groups. These upheavals were the main causes of famine in the
region for the past few decades. To try to avert such catastrophe, the infamous head tax
should be removed. Governments should be involved in the effort to offer assistance to
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the rural societies for the appraisal and welfare of both the people and the animals.
Development projects designed to assist these communities should not be dictated by the
urban dwellers but rather should be done through participation of the rural community.
Researchers and development workers should consider the indigenous knowledge of
these communities. Peace and stability should also prevail in the region.

CHAPTER 4

FAMINE, WAR AND RELIEF
Famine Models
It would be erroneous to believe that revolutionary classes always have sufficient
strength for the accomplishment of the overturn at the time at which conditions of
the socio-economic development have rendered the need for that overturn entirely
ripe. No, human society is not arranged so rationally and so “conveniently” for its
progressive elements. The need for the overturn may be ripe, but the strength of
the revolutionary creators may turn out to be inadequate for carrying it out. Under
such conditions society rots and this rotting sometimes lasts entire decades. (V. I.
Lenin) Quoted in Paul Baran, The Political Economy of Growth

The ability to maintain adequate nutrition is an important factor for survival.
Access to food and nutrition is essential for the right to life (Macrae & Ziwi, 1994).
Access to adequate nourishment is usually determined by a number of factors including
economic, social, cultural and political issues. At the same time this impacts our
relationship with the outside world, locally, nationally and internationally. Apart from
natural disasters, often blamed by conventional western models, war is the main threat to
both food production and food accessibility.
This chapter will provide a thorough explanation of war and famine and the many
forms in which conflicts are maintained by various groups through out the course of
history in the Horn of Africa, particularly Somalia. Special emphasis will be laid on the
last famine in the southern regions of the country when the civil war was at its peak
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Famine is believed to be caused by natural disasters, such as drought, crop pests
and overgrazing, and is measured by the scarcity of food availability. Amartya Sen
(1986) argues, however, that reduction of food availability alone is not enough to produce
recurring famines. His entitlement approach, discussed in the literature review, argues
what he calls, “endowment bundles,” which provides one’s access to food either through
production or the market. According to Sen, endowment bundles are divided between
assets (investments and stores), in the case of nomadic or pastoral populations, the
number of stocks can be explained as assets, and claims (patronage and kinship ties)
enable someone either to produce adequate food or to purchase it. During periods of food
crisis, entitlement is endangered by relatively higher prices of food, while conversely the
value of the assets dwindles. Also, the wageworkers in other sectors of the market may
not witness any rise to enable them to purchase sufficient food. The correlation between
the collapse of entitlement, which in turn diminishes access to food, eventually ends up in
the decline of adequate nutrition and starvation, thus culminating in famine, (Sen; 1986)
Contrary to Sen’s view we have authors such as Rangasami (1985) and de Waal
(1990a) who argue that Sen’s definition of famine as an enviro-economic event, which
culminates in an individual biological crisis, negates the apparent social nature of famine.
It also denies the perceptions of famine victims, who consider famine as a collective
experience endangering both their lives and their livelihoods.
Famine occurrence varies from one location to the other, and people’s responses
to failures in the food chain, both production and distribution, vary accordingly. Famine
is a process, as mentioned in the third chapter, which starts from vulnerability to external
forces, such as drought and economic problems, which leads to starvation and eventual
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death. Green (1986) argues that mass starvation in sub-Saharan Africa is a conjuncture of
several factors, such as drought and war, drought and the poor or non-existent
infrastructure. He further argues that initial stages of famine are hard to distinguish from
endemic poverty. Such a fine line between normal food supply and the recurring famine
made the people easily vulnerable to the least external shocks.
The political instability ensuing in the region further exacerbates the fragile
subsistence life in sub-Saharan African economy. Many contribute to the social and
economic vulnerability, from pre-colonial, colonial and post-colonial periods. The root
cause of the violent conflict lies in the social and economic pressure of households,
communities and even states. Access to power and resources are the keys in maintaining
one’s status and identity. Hence, any threat to the food chain brought by violent conflicts
has devastating consequences on the overall livelihoods of whole communities. (Duffield,
1990a; Turton, 1989 in de Waal) These conflicts, although they have existed since time
immemorial, have been altered from the colonial period and even after independence, by
further sharpening the conflicts and weakening the conflict resolution capacities. The
emergence of nation-states changed the system of governance in sub-Saharan Africa.
Post-independence Africa witnessed the rise to power of weak governments either
through the ballot box or through the barrel of the gun. Those governments often sought
to consolidate power by protecting particular political and economic interests through
coercion and manipulation, utilizing existing ethnic, tribal and religious tensions.
(Duffield,

1990a. During the cold war era, the international forces, and later,

incorporating national conflicts into geo-political strategies in order to maintain regional
hegemony, heightened these tensions.
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During the cold war, diverse sets of conflicts were spawned by the national
governments; sometimes involving in a quagmire of counterinsurgency aimed at
suppressing their own populations. In such counterinsurgency actions it is not only the
opposition who suffer, but, also the population living under the areas operated by the
opposition, always pay a heavy price. These communities are disempowered, their
identities are denied and their ability to maintain political and economic status is
destroyed. Areas where civil war raged, and others where external forces sought to topple
an existing regime, are prime examples. Mounting attacks on the food chain is the worst
form of repression in the attempt to subdue the rights of peoples to ideals of freedom and
livelihoods. The impact of war also destroys the future ability of communities in the
rebuilding and rehabilitation process because of the deprivation of all the children in a
country access to education. Other calamities that affect war tom areas include the
violation of women by rape, confiscation and retaliation on livestock and food, and the
disability of country’s manpower, consequently contribute to the dislocation and the
disempowerment of war-tom communities.
While conventional approaches to conflict analysis forces on the macro-level
problems, other micro-level strategies concerning the local and individual were largely
ignored (Deng & Zartman, 1991; Stockton, 1989 in de Waal). But, without an in-depth
analysis of the political and cultural issues, and the psyche of individuals to sustain
hostility, it will remain impossible to find any solution in the near foreseeable future.
Therefore, the problem of food security in Africa will remain unsolved.
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Events Leading to Famine
The Somali famine of 1991 can be attributed to a number of factors including land
alienation of both farmers and pastoralists during the insurrection of various armed
groups. This harsh policy was exacerbated by the lack of rain and imminent drought,
which brought already marginalized communities in the middle and southern Somalia to
the point of starvation as early as 1988. The breakdown of social services such as the
veterinary supplies and the maintenance of water wells further deteriorated the situation.
This combined with the intensification of armed uprisings in the countryside in 1980-90
became an impediment to any real recovery from the imminent impoverishment and
famine.
War, famine and hunger intensified in the early months of 1991, following the
violent overthrow of the government of Dictator Siyad Barre in January. There were
successive military campaigns in almost all the fertile land between the Jubba and
Shabelle Rivers. Baidoa, the capital of Bay region and the scene of worst famine disaster
was partly destroyed by a fighting between Siyad Barre’s forces and those of the USC
(United Somali Congress) in February. Both contending armies during the military
campaigns of March-April, when Siyad Barre’s former troops regrouped and staged a
comeback, particularly pillaged the lower Shabelle. There were heavy wars in the lower
Jubba followed by massive displacement. First, the (USC) pillaged and confiscated
anything they came across, and later by Siyad Barre’s armies who took revenge against
any one suspected of supporting the (USC). In all parts of the country, civil war erupted
in every village and hundreds of thousands of people were displaced. The country
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disintegrated into clan fiefdoms and other clans were forced to leave the area where one
clan became dominant.
Massive looting and banditry were taking place as a result of the 1980s and 1990s
military campaigns between several opposition factions and the Somali army. Obviously,
the militias were not paid and sought food and other basic necessities in order to eat
mainly through coercion. In most parts of southern Somalia, lawlessness and insecurity
emanating from banditry and looting was becoming the norm rather than the exception
(deWaal; 1997).
There were two major conflicts at the end of 1991. One was the battle of
Mogadishu between the factions of the USC led by Aidid and Ali Mahdi respectively.
The onslaught continued until March 1992 with an estimated human toll of 11,000
(Africa Watch and Physicians for Human Rights, 1992). The port of the capital
Mogadishu was closed and food aid almost brought to a halt. As a result, hundreds of
thousands of displaced victims fled to other pockets in the country. It was under these
conditions that enabled hunger and famine to develop in some parts of the city, and at the
same time in camps outside the city. The second war broke out between SPM (Somali
Patriotic Movement) led by general Mohamed Omer Jesse and another faction led by
general Mohamed Hirsi Morgan, between December 1991 and February 1992. The port
city of Kismayo was closed and the fertile delta of lower Jubba devastated beyond
imagination. Famine immediately claimed its victims, especially among the indigenous
people in the area.
At the same time, Siyad Barre’s forces occupied Bay region and the inhabitants
were subjected to an unprecedented and cruel subjugation. Both livestock and agricultural
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products such as food literally stripped out. Siyad Barre and his army were defeated in
April by the USC forces led by General Aidid, who allied with the SPM and formed a
new coalition known as SNA (Somali National Alliance), and proceeded their campaign
to capture Kismayo port city. As a result, 100,00 refugees fled the war and crossed the
border to Kenya. Famine reached its climax between May and October 1992. Epidemic
diseases such as dysentery and measles broke out and spread through out the Bay region
(center for Disease Control, 1992). Starvation manifested itself at the heart of the famine
stricken areas (Collins, 1993). The death toll is unknown till today, but estimates can
reach up to 200,000 roughly.
There were little or no such organized military campaigns during the worst
months of the famine. But, militias from both the USC and RRA (Rahanwein Resistance
Army) formed banditry groups and required huge sums of money for protection in all
forms of trade between villages and towns. General Morgan again launched an offensive
and captured Bardheere, moving southwards where he captured the strategic city of
Kismayo from the SNA in March 1993.
Famine and Local Relief
There are a growing number of articles and books written about Somalia and the U.S. led
intervention of 1992-94. Most of these works focus on military, political and diplomatic
aspects of the intervention, emphasizing mainly the perspectives of the expatriate and
international workers (de Waal: 1997). Contrary to that perspective, little or nothing has
been written about famine itself; the causes, the course and consequences. Other well
informed accounts include authors like Menkhaus, who argued that: “Famine had it’s
origins in the collapse of the state and the general disintegration of law and order that
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contributed to an economy of sustained plunder (1994: 148).” In many instances famines
has been attributed to the anarchy that ensued during and after the military campaigns
that ousted Siyad Barre from power. This chapter, will however, shed some light from
local perspective and challenge the view that famine occurrence was merely incidental.
The Somali Famine of 1991-92 mainly targeted two groups: the displaced and the
inhabitants of the riverine areas. A survey conducted by the ICRC in July 1991 produced
this compelling evidence. The survey found almost normal nutritional levels among
people residing in urban centers as well as pastoralists. But, the farmers along the Juba
and Shabelle river valleys were found highly undernourished (de Waal; 1997).
The Bay region was particularly hit hardest for two reasons. On the one hand the
people in Bay and in areas between the Shabelle and Jubba have been politically
marginalized for nearly thirty years since Somalia achieved independence from European
colonists in 1960, until Siyad Barre was ousted from power in 1990. On the other hand,
the inhabitants of the aforementioned areas are mainly farmers who cherished peace and
prosperity and were not as heavily armed as their pastoral counter-parts. At the same
time, the grand plans of the military regime in the 1970s and 1980s emphasizing selfsufficiency and the need to empower the farmers fell short of expectation. On the
contrary, they were subjected to land expropriation and exploitation (African Rights,
1993a). Other groups such as those who live in pockets in the Hiraan and Gedo regions
and others who live along the middle and lower Juba and lower Shabelle regions, which
were exclusively dependent on the rivers, were practically displaced in the name of
irrigation projects by the government.
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The dictatorial regime of Siyad Barre dashed hopes of emergent political
movement in the country. It was a dream Somalis have to wait for almost two decades. In
the early months of 1991, immediately after Siyad Barre fled Mogadisho, there was a
scant optimism that political struggles will subside and that people will have control of
their destiny. Many Somalis had formed their independent organizations for the first time
in nearly two decades, trying to rebuild and save lives. Their objective was to extend
relief to the displaced and famine victims.
Local challenges to the famine were the major undertaking in the distribution of
food to the poor and famine stricken victims. Village committees sprang around mosques
and some individuals in the community established feeding centers. For the most part
relief efforts consisted of local initiatives during 1990, 1991 and a greater part of 1992.
Most of the international relief organizations did not reach into the interior of the country.
They were located in towns and along main roads. The first of the Somali initiatives was
the Karaan hospital, established with in 24 hours of the first day of a full-scale war in
November 1991. A group of young doctors who called themselves the Health Emergency
Committee opened the doors of a seafront house as an operating theater. They collected
drugs and surgical equipment from their own clinics and that of other pharmacies. They
also joined the looting spree that was taking place in the UNICEF offices and warehouses
to collect infusion and started working on voluntary basis with out much external help
A second group called themselves Peace Aid Somalia was established in the port
city of Kismayo in August 1991 by groups consisting mainly of intellectuals and
businessmen. At the beginning they started collecting personal possessions such as
jewelry, and bought food from the proceeds to feed the displaced. Later on they collected
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money from the community and also got assistance from the ICRC and the UNICEF,
although the latter was involved to a lesser degree. Peace Aid Somalia ended up feeding
six camps in and around Kismayo, but unfortunately their efforts ceased when the town
fell in to the hands of the SNA forces let by Aidid in May 1992. Most of the members
later fled to Kenya while other members went into hiding including the founder Zahra
Sheikh Mohammed, who sustained injuries when her house was attacked by the SNA
militia.
A third initiative and probably the most effective was the establishment of a
kitchen in Mogadisho by a woman named Dahabo Isse. Dahabo worked with
development aid organizations before war broke out in the capital. She decided to do
something to feed the hungry and the displaced in the city. Because of the impending
looting and lawlessness, it was very difficult to provide or transport dry food in and
around the city. Dahabo resorted to an alternative she thought might be safer and more
effective. The creation of the kitchen in Mogadisho to serve cooked food for the needy,
which might not attract as much looters as when there is dry food. As a matter of fact it
proved to be the case although there were many security risks around the food stores, and
many threats to her life. Later on the idea was adopted by the ICRC and became a model
for their relief program through out the country. Dahabo later became part of the ICRC
staff.
The fourth and last example was a wealthy farmer in lower Shabelle who decided
to remain anonymous. A university lecturer who remained in the scene during the famine
later narrated his story. He told some researchers that this man owned a big farm and
during the war and famine decided to open his farm and his house to feed sixty
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abandoned children. He didn’t open a feeding center himself, but asked local restaurants
to cook for these kids three meals a day and provided the food himself. The quality of the
food he was giving was far better than the one the Red Cross was offering. After several
months, the growing number of children overwhelmed him and he was unable to cope
with the situation any more. He decided to close the center. Some people suggested that
the ICRC could support him in giving food so that more kids will be fed. He refused the
offer on the basis that he doesn’t want to run a place for another person or persons. He
wanted to remain anonymous emphasizing that he is not doing this for any one and he
doesn’t want his name to be known to others.
The SRC S-ICRC Operation
The Somali Red Crescent Society (SRCS) proved to be the biggest and best local relief
organization, which later joined forces with the ICRC. The Somali famine relief is said to
be the largest-ever relief operation in the history compared to the Baiffa operation in the
Nigerian civil war. In 1991 and 1992 the SRCS was the single most countrywide
organization to be functional. Both the SRCS and the ICRC were commended for their
flexibility and persistence in providing food to the needy. The two organizations
managed more than 200,00 tons of food in 1991 and 1992, an amount that far exceeds all
other organizations combined together. The SRCS recruited both professionals and
businessmen committed to take risks and face challenges in what they considered an
honorable job of saving lives. During the 1991 and 1992 operation 13 of these
professionals where reported to have been killed in the relief operation.
In January 1992, the ICRC learned that most of the Somali population in the
central and south of the country will be in need of food aid, and utilized all possible
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means to meet the demand. At the same time they developed alternative methods to
provide food aid to the needy. When the major ports were closed they used small boats to
unload food to the nearest villages located near the seashore. There were seventeen of
those landing posts developed in the wake of the crisis. When the monsoons came and
small boats were not able to deliver, they used helicopters to offload the ships. Parallel
with those efforts were the cross-border relief from Kenya. During the worst times of the
famine ICRC was managing 900 kitchens, an idea first initiated by Dahabo Isse
mentioned in the above. At the same time it is believed that 2 million people were
receiving food aid across the south and central regions. The chief delegate of the ICRC,
Peter Stocker demonstrated an unprecedented commitment later felt across the rank and
file of the organization, Somali and expatriate alike. Two of the expatriates also lost their
lives in the operation. The ICRC operation was not confined to food aid only although it
was the biggest task. They also got involved other programmes like medicine, water and
sanitation, agricultural and veterinary, family tracing as well as visiting prisoners of war.
The combined effort of SRCS and ICRC became particularly involved in the
crisis, a crisis that later became the litmus paper of the Somali society during crisis. There
was civil or political process that held everything accountable for the people, but there
was the honesty and commitment taken as an obligation by all parties. Things seemed
very well, but later innumerable problems surfaced.
Most of the problems facing the ICRC began immediately when the organization
started working and hired armed gunmen for the safety of their own staff. This was done
despite its conflict with the historical objectives of the agency during its existence for 130
years. However, this became inevitable, as they were not able to rent a house or a vehicle
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with out an armed guard. The agency also accepted a high degree of looting of the food
relief It is difficult however, to measure the levels of looting and the amount of food
diverted.

The

ICRC

estimated the losses between

10-15

percent (Netherlands

Development Cooperation, 1994: 166). Other reliable sources outside the ICRC estimated
the looted and diverted food as 50 percent (African Rights, 1993a: 2). Looting and
diversion took many shapes and involved many groups including the drivers, elders,
guards and kitchen supervisors. Although the ICRC hired and paid 24,000 people, many
of the looting was in agreement (de Waal: 1994). It was commonly agreed that many
contractors and elders were using some non-violent methods of extortion such as creating
ghost kitchens and more often inflating some non-existent villages. For example you
might find 10 invented names in 126 villages or 15 ghost kitchens for 65 kitchens (de
Waal: 1994). A good example of food diversion is that ICRC intended to supply 24 tons
of food to one village in every four days, but the villagers admitted they received that
period of time for only 900 kg each time. In another village 15 deliveries were assigned
but only 75 percent really made it to the village. This is a modest diversion of food
compared to the diversion of 85 percent of food intended to feed the refugees in northern
Somalia in the late 1980s, as accounted by the US General Accounting Office (Askin,
1987).
There is this theory that food even though diverted is a food which will finally
reach the market and lower the prices ‘flooding the country with food’ worked well
despite the fact that it fell in the wrong hands more often it brought down the famine.
This was certainly true when in January 1992, 8,000 tons of wheat flour looted from a
CARE warehouse in Mogadishu port; food prices went down very fast.
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Another phase of extortion was on the financial aspect. Security contractors
overcharged the relief agencies and laying off security personnel was out of question. In
the early phase of the famine, 1991-92, aid agencies managed to deal with the security
factor with caution and fixed rates, but the mechanism in place broke down immediately
in May 1992 when the country became flooded with relief agencies.
Despite the problems and the confusion engendered by the acts of extortion and
food diversion, the SRCS-ICRC operation was unparalleled and unmatched by all other
agencies combined together. There was lots of recognition from many comers of the
international community including the USAID who actually nominated the ICRC for the
Nobel Peace Prize. Also the Netherlands government made similar comments but kept
short of full support of the ICRC operation in Somalia, specially keeping the level of food
diversion and money extortion (Netherlands Development Co-operation, 1994).
What made the SRCS-ICRC relief operation more successful? We should
consider the following points as the main success. First and foremost, was the partnership
itself between the two organizations both working to their fullest potential? The ICRC
adopted an open policy treating Somalis as part of them and listened to their concerns and
complaints, as they feel appropriate. On the Other hand, the SRCS was probably the
strongest civil organization that was left from the mins of the country and their expertise
gave them a position to become the leading players of the operation in particular it’s
ability for expansion and it’s flexibility as well. At the same time, SRCS role in the relief
and partnership with ICRC became deeply rooted in the local politics and many local
people benefited from the resources of an international organization.
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Secondly, the process and dynamics of decision-making of the ICRC played a
pivotal role. The decisions and tasks were delegated to the SRCS who were on the ground
in Mogadishu and later Nairobi. These decisions were later delegated to representatives
on the ground in various regions. Also, both organizations developed a mechanism in
place to identify problems and find immediate solution. That made the SRCS-ICRC
partnership more dynamic and trustworthy of each other.
Lastly, the ICRC operation in Somalia had fairly low media coverage because of
the character of the mission of the organization, which consequently became a major
factor contributing to their success. Later on in mid-1992, focus of the media shifted
more to the conventional organizations with mostly expatriate staff doing all sorts of
relief work including feeding centers. Sources very close to the operation claim that the
media spotlight was more on operational NGO’s in which if the ICRC attempts to
compete would not have done the job they did.
Humanitarian Intervention in Somalia
One UNICEF official was quoted as saying that Somalia is “ the greatest failure
of the UN in our life time. That was 1992, when famine hardest hit in Somalia and there
was no sign of the UN’s various organizations. This failure was apparently emanating
from the lack of accountability to the concerned clientele. Despite their lack of concern to
the debacle in Somalia as a result of the famine, these organizations continued to prosper
and their mainly expatriate staff continues to maintain their careers. At the same time
many other international organizations relentlessly advocated for military intervention on
humanitarian grounds (De Waal: 1994).
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There was a conjuncture of events that later led to the intervention. On the one
hand, relief agencies wanted to proceed with their humanitarian efforts without
interruption. On the other hand, the US military wanted to establish a new role in time of
peace. There were discussions around the circles of the UN Security Council and the US
government starting in August 1992, concerning an international governing body for
Somalia. During that time civil society in Somalia was getting stronger by the day and the
famine almost brought to a halt. But, there were fabricated blunders and provocations
aimed at substantiating the intervention.
Authors like De Waal term the situation as “Philanthropic Imperialism,”
manifested in the military intervention. In abstraction, the political, economic and social
organizations has collapsed and therefore failed to feed the victims of famine. The reality
on the ground was in direct contrast.
In April 1992, the UN Secretary General appointed Mohamed Sahnoun, an
Algerian diplomat, as special UN envoy to Somalia. Because of differences in approach
and philosophy, he was replaced by Ismat Kittany, an Iraqi diplomat, who immediately
took an opposite approach to that of his predecessor. UNOSOM troops were deployed to
the Mogadisho airport without the consent of the warring factions. Some of the factions
were immediately alerted by the UN actions and suspicion emerged. Aidid gave an
ultimatum to UNOSOM to withdraw from the airport. Nothing was done to neutralize the
tension. Another important figure was the president of CARE-US who was quoted as
saying "The International community, backed by the UN troops, should move in and run
Somalia,” because it has no government at all (letter to the Guardian (London), 15
September, 1992). William Novelli, Vice-President of Care-US and Malcolm Fraser,
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President of CARE-Intemational both supported the call for intervention. The UN
declared the ‘Hundred Day Action Programme’ for Accelerated Emergency Assistance;
and temporarily lured Philip Johnston to work with the UN. Johnston adopted a hardliner
approach. On November 11, a large CARE convoy left Mogadishu for Baidoa and was
instructed not to pay money or food to the USC leadership. In the process the CARE staff
tried to follow the instructions from the headquarters and there was a battle in one of the
roadblocks. Five people lost their lives (three looters and two guards) and fourteen more
were injured. The convoy returned back to Mogadishu and the story made headlines in
the international media probably aimed at stirring provocation for intervention.
While the UN expatriate staff were afraid to reside in Mogadishu and on the
contrary chose to commute from Nairobi, the factional leaders of Ali Mahdi and Aidid
were attempting to create problems. Ali Mahdi supported the intervention. Aidid was
against it. CARE and WFP were attempting to deliver food with the blessings of the
factional leaders. ICRC was dealing with factional leaders bilaterally and succeeded to
unload a shipment on November 10, and another in a month time without problems from
any militia.
Military Intervention
The military intervention took its real shape on 19 November, when the US
National Security Council discussed it and Admiral Jeremiah, Vice-Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff expressed affirmation with optimism. The same day the media, such as
The Washington Post, made headlines of the intervention.
Three factors coincided to further perpetuate the intervention. First was the
artillery shot by Ali Mahdi’s forces, which hit WFP (World Food Program) ship entering
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the port of Mogadishu. Surprisingly, Ali Mahdi’s forces tried to aim at Aidid’s positions
and ammunition depot for a very long time and failed. But, this time they managed to hit
a ship on November 24. There were mixed feelings from Ali Mahdi’s camp in which
some accepted responsibility, while others denied it. In any case that fateful shot served
its purpose. The incident was discussed in the Security Council meeting the next day.
Secondly, the Secretary General’s special representative to Somalia Ismat Kittani
wrote a letter to the Security Council claiming two million Somalis will starve to death,
and that “ In the absence of a government or a governing authority capable of maintaining
law and order, Somali authorities of all levels of society compete for anything of value
(de Waal: 1994).” Quoted from The Washington Post, 26 November 1992. On top of that
he exaggerated the amount of food being looted or diverted between 70-80 percent.
Contrary to his claims, Sahnoun put those figures to 15-40 percent in October. MSF
disagreed with the statement that “ no body could seriously claim that such a large
proportion was not getting through (Martin; 1993:2). SCF-UK reports showed that they
have distributed 4,000 tons with out loosing a single bag. The ICRC estimated the
diversion to about 15-20 percent. WFP disagreed too but were reticent to voice their
dissent. CARE said not more than 20 percent of the food was looted or diverted (Care,
1993).
Thirdly, the Security Council passed a bill permitting military intervention. This
was exacerbated by press conference held in Washington D.C. by three US agencies,
CARE, Oxfam-America and the International Rescue Committee (IRC). These agencies
mainly emphasized their unwavering intention to pull out of Somalia, unless security was
guaranteed by the international community. The press conference had rather a very strong
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influence on the American public and government eventually luring the then Bush
Administration to rally behind the idea for intervention. It was later realized that only
CARE was the sole agency that was present inside the country. IRC activities were
confined to across the border from Kenya, and was functioning only in Gedo region.
Oxfam-America was not functional at all in Somalia, but rather a subsidizing agency to
other agencies.
Conclusion
The Security Council of the United Nations finally passed a resolution on 25
November 1992, permitting the intervention of international troops into Somalia. But the
expectations of the Somali people that probably UNOSOM and UNITAF will salvage
what is left of Somalia was soon dashed. The situation on the ground exacerbated by the
foreign intervention immediately deteriorated. The confrontation with General Aidid let
the humanitarian intervention to its demise. The atrocities committed by the international
armies and their impunity in the name of humanitarian community was unprecedented.
The mandate of the Unified Task Force (UNITAF) was to provide a safe passage
of food supplies to famine victims in the remote regions. This mandate never included the
safety of the clients, but rather the security of the humanitarian agencies and their
expatriate staff. Ironically, it has been widely argued that famine was already under
control when UNITAF troops landed in the shores of Mogadishu. In retrospect, the
western donor agencies were very quick to claim automatic victory over famine.
The confrontation between Aidid and UNITAF started from the beginning when
US representative made business deals with Aidid. When they later decided to
marginalize Aidid5s political role, it became the turning point of the intervention. Aidid5s
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supporters demonstrated in the streets of Mogadishu when the news of the fall of
Kismayo, a southern seaport city, Mohamed Saed Morgan was announced through the
BBC. Aidid’s camp was suspicious that there might be secret deals with the son-in-law of
the former president. Aidid’s supporters sustained some casualties from UNITAF firing
at the demonstrators. The situation deteriorated when Aidid’s militia ambushed and killed
23 Pakistani members of UNOSOM on their way to search or capture Aidid’s Radio
Mogadishu station (Drysdale, 1994). What followed was a disaster in which thousands of
mainly Somalis died in a four-month bloodshed in Mogadishu.
Immediately after the killing of the Pakistani soldiers, the Security Council passed
a resolution for Aidid’s capture. This led to more disaster, which culminated in the
October 3, 1993 battle between Aidid’s militia and the United States troops, which
claimed the lives of 19 U.S. soldiers and nearly a thousand Somalis. The infamous
Canadian airborne regiment in Beletweyne has committed the worst atrocities. So was
this also true of the Belgian troops in Kismayo. But practically all troops committed
atrocities uncalled and unaccounted. The French, Nigerians, Italians and American troops
all had blood on their sleeves when the intervention was called off. At least the Canadian
government opened a commission of inquiry to make public what went wrong in
Somalia. But, that was also closed by the Prime Minister of Canada and resulted with no
punishments and no courts. In short, many Somalis lost their lives at the hands of the
same people who supposedly came to their rescue. Many of the victims were unarmed
civilians, killed with out any provocation. There was a very superficial internal
investigation in Belgium of about 268 cases, including 58 cases of killings. One Belgian
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paratrooper was quoted as saying; “you can multiply the official figure by about four or
five. At the minimum” (Reuters, December 21,1994)
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CHAPTER 5
EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS
Background
“ Our concept of what is popular refers to a people who not only play a full part in
historical development but actively usurp it, force its place, determine its
direction. We have a people in mind who make history, change the world and
themselves. We have in mind a fighting people and therefore an aggressive
concept of what is popular.” (Bertolt Brecht)”

“ Third World is basically a political concept... The so-called ‘First World’ has
within it its own Third World: Third World has its first world represented by the
ideology of domination, of ‘power’ of the ruling classes. The Third World is, in
the last analysis, the world of silence, of oppression, of dependence, of
exploitation, of violence exercised by the ruling classes on the oppressed.” ( Paulo
Freire) Quoted from Pramod Prajuli

Little or nothing is known about the history of education in Somalia before Islam.
We shouldn’t expect that there were ever any higher and/or structured institutions in
Somalia at that period in time, but certainly there existed a kind of education consistent to
the culture and socio-economic formation that prevailed. To get a general idea we will
dwell precisely on oral traditions and literature, which served as a means of
communication in a pre-dominantly agro-pastoral society where written script never
evolved. As Islam became the dominant religion in the country, it paved the way for the
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adoption of Arab culture mainly in urban centers. Most of the indigenous education found
it hard to survive.
The geographical location of Somalia influenced all aspects of people’s lives
including education (See Figure 1.). By geographical location two things are implied.
First, absolute location defined by the lines of latitude and longitude, which is constant
and unalterable, consequently affecting the climatic conditions. And secondly, relative
location, which emphasizes the country’s relation to other areas, including accessibility
and foreign intervention. In this part of the study, however, we will be dealing with the
latter point, which plays a vital role in maintaining cultural contacts with other nations
and nationalities. (Lewis; 1980)
Somalia is located between latitudes 11 30’ N and 1 30’ S and adjoins the Gulf of
Aden for some 900 Kilometers. The remainder of the country has 1900 Kilometers of
coast from Cape Guardafui to Ras Kambone on the Kenyan border. Because of this
location, Somalia is a tropical arid country with high temperatures. At the same time,
because Somalia occupies a position near the strategic strait of Bab-el-Mandab, which
forms the southern gate of the Red Sea and is bordered by Kenya to the south, Ethiopia to
the west and Djibouti to the north, it’s relative position plays a vital role in maintaining
cultural contact with other nations and nationalities.
In dealing with Somalia’s education, historical perspective should be taken into
consideration. Like any other society the Somali people had their own traditional
education, centered on the family and the clan, also known as the agnate. The agnate is
the “diya” paying group of the clan or tribe. Diya is an Arabic word meaning blood
compensation. The Somalian word synonymous to diya is ‘mug’, but through the ages
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Islamic and Arabic words were replaced the indigenous language after the introduction of
Islam in the country. Experience through the clan molded the youth both physically and
intellectually to assume responsibility in the society as adults. Gender roles come to the
surface as early as childhood. (Lewis; 1980)
For the most part, boys are taken away from their mothers to camel or cattle
hamlets considered prestigious compared to the sheep and goats, tended by the women
and the younger children in general. While spending time with grownup men in a place
far away from their mothers, the boys learn wrestling, spear throwing, competing with
other kids and in some instances firing lethal weapons. In a word, boys undergo tough
and rigorous experiences in their initiation for manhood.
There is no particular time regarded as a turning point in the life of a boy, but
certainly early maturation is expected in such environment. Similarly, girls stay with their
mothers and aunts and help them with the difficult tasks of bringing water from the
potholes to home, collecting firewood, milking of sheep and goats, the doing and undoing
of the pastoral home and taking care of everything concerning the livestock and humans
in the household. Besides these heavy tasks, the girls learn how to become a wife and
mother. In short, girls learn everything considered menial and tiresome and that is where
gender roles are exposed in a predominantly patriarchal society.
Parallel and integral to the traditional education are the Koranic schools which
serve as the oldest structured educational system. There, children are introduced to the
values of Islamic religion and to some extent basic arithmetic and reading and writing of
Arabic. The teaching of the Koran never really contradicted with the livelihoods of the
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rural societies, but on the contrary contributed to the enlightenment and well being of the
indigenous people. (Lewis; 1980)
There were 5,480 Koranic schools in the country in 1982, about seven times the
number of schools with elementary grades ([USAID], 1984). There is a misconception
that Koranic schools are synonymous with Kindergarten in the western societies. The
source of these misconceptions are not explicit, but can be attributed to the false illusions
that Koranic schools are pre-school education preparing the youth for further education in
the public school system. The reality however, is far from that. Koranic school is a
system by itself, which constitutes a parallel system to the official school system, since
they are privately set up by communities and, in some cases, individuals and not
supervised by governments.
In many instances, particularly after independence, Koranic schools formed the
source for recruiting youth to formal education. At the beginning the people were
skeptical about their children going to school, but later on the authorities ensured the
public to have confidence in the school system by incorporating Islamic studies into the
curriculum. Koranic schools are the only structured education to which the majority of
the Somali population have access and probably could afford. For nomadic children
Koran is the only viable education conducive to their environment as Koranic teachers
are available in all settings of the society. The materials for learning are developed from
the surroundings and need not cost a lot for anyone willing to learn.
Before 1891, only Koranic schools existed. French Roman Catholic missions
were opened during that year, which drew the British colonial government against a bitter
struggle with the religiously motivated Dervish movement, which lasted for more than
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twenty years. This school eventually closed in 1910. Despite the hostility and rejection of
the British objectives to establish primary schools in the country, some sources say that at
least three primary schools were established in 1905. Ironically, the children of these
schools were the orphans of famine victims. (Lewis; 1980)
Colonial Education
The period between the two world wars witnessed a complete halt to the colonial
efforts to enhance education in the country. Obviously, the colonizers were busy saving
their motherlands instead of helping their colonies. The situation was farther deteriorated
by the British government’s refusal to provide sufficient funds to what was considered as
the least important spot in the British Empire and Commonwealth because of it’s
disappointment with the armed uprising. However, in 1919 the home office granted some
money for the Somali boys to study abroad. The British policy had little success in this
manner. “The Somalis...were at least as reluctant to subject themselves to British
education as the British were to supply it (Latin: 1977, p.79).”
The missionaries came with the sole purpose of changing the Somali way of life,
and used three instruments: education, medicine, and religion. These missionary schools
were offering Western education and Western values. And, although the primary
objectives of the missionaries failed in Somalia because of the total rejection of
Christianity and adherence to Islamic culture, their influence remained an integral part of
the society. (Stavrianos; 1971)
The formal schools, later established and accepted by the people, however had a
negative and subversive influence on the Somali people such as stigmatizing the Somali
culture and values as primitive and wrong. Eventually the students listened more to the
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colonial teachers than to their parents. Students used textbooks, which taught them more
of Europe than Africa. It encouraged individualism, which was contrary to the communal
way of life in Africa and particularly Somalia.
Students subjected to years of formal education found it difficult returning back to
the villages, and instead they sought jobs and opportunities to live with the colonial
governments and private businesses, which moved them further away from their
traditional values and culture. (Stavrianos; 1971)
After World War II, the veteran Somalis, who fought on many fronts with their
colonial masters, came back with new ideas of liberation and education. Because they
were exposed to inspiring ideas of world ideologies that created the global conflict, they
were convinced without educating the indigenous people, their admiration for freedom
would never be enhanced. Hence, in 1945 the number of primary schools in the North
climbed to seven, with an enrollment of 400 students. Likewise, with the influence of the
Somali Youth League (SYL) as the vanguard party for the liberation of all Somali
territories, the people in the South showed more interest to education (Laitin; 1977).
With the above historical development in education it is important to examine the
social impact of both the Koranic and western types of education. As mentioned earlier,
the Islamic education did not interrupt the values and traditions of the indigenous people
in general. On the contrary, with the wisdom and ingenuity of Sheikh Yusuf al Kowneyn,
who diligently translated the phonetics and intonation of the Arabic language into
Somali, the Islamic teaching easily became imbedded in the culture. Soon, Islamic Sharia
Law became part and parcel of the lives of the ordinary citizen, as well as maintaining
their traditional norms. It is generally believed that the Somali people are 100% Muslims,
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but underneath the surface, traditional beliefs of animism are intact. In the Southern
Region of Upper Juba, where I worked as a literacy teacher in 1974, the length and
breadth of the farm for one family is measured by strolling while reciting the eighth and
second chapters of the Koran respectively, to ensure that no one could extend his farm
beyond his limits and into other family’s plots. That example vividly depicts the
influence of Islamic teachings in the indigenous culture.
Post-Colonial Education
After independence in 1960 and the integration between the former British and
Italian colonies into what later became known as the Somali Republic, the major task
facing the politicians and planners was the integration and liberalization of the
educational system. The writing of a national script and the incorporation of the ‘Greater
Somalia’ concept into the curriculum became a milestone. The legacy of the colonial
partition of Somalia into spheres of influence and it’s impact on the people’s lives, the
trend of unequal exchange between the developed and developing countries and the
failure of the national governments to cope with the novel situation and address the
pressing issues of the Somali people, all contributed in one way or the other to the tragic
consequences Somalia is facing today. This also seems more likely as a trend, most
African countries south of the Sahara will experience at least once in their endeavor to
overcome the anomalies inherited from the colonial past of the land. The terms of post¬
colonial and neo-colonial are used here interchangeably. However, one can argue
differently depending on the prevailing socio-economic system in that specific country.
The Somali scenario saw the rise of neo-colonialism in which the former
colonizers maintained their ties and continued their exploitation of the indigenous people
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through a few entrepreneurs in the urban centers. Educational purposes also served the
same ends it served during the British and Italian colonial administrations. Contrary to
the indigenous educational system, which maintained proximity of students to the rural
life, the modem system of education scrambled to alienate its product from the reality of
their culture. The system however, has eventually taken its toll.
In light of the above arguments, it is imperative to mention a few factors that
became outstanding features of the Somali education. First and foremost, citizenship
demands education, values and motivation. The system of education therefore, did not get
the commitment it deserved from the successive regimes to help students accept and
retain values consistent with their indigenous culture. The country lacked the intellect and
awareness to foster locally designed instmction that could primarily expose the
contemporary issues that need be addressed. Such a system requires fairly specific goals,
a practical implementation process and a clear pattern of curriculum content.
Unfortunately, the Somali child never had the kind of education that could have
addressed such issues. On the contrary the politicians vied for power, hence national
aspirations were forsaken. Consequently, education was acquired by the students for
education’s sake and to seek white-collar jobs.
The following few factors remained inherent in the Somali education: First, the
kind of curriculum bequeathed to schools from the colonial masters was intended to
promote an elitist education designed to meet the interests and needs of the colonial
system and their neo-colonial heirs. Also, evaluation was conducted comparatively,
denying the Somali context, and 90% of the students were said to have failed. This
process, which starts in the primary school, was reminiscent of the colonial subjugation
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that affected the younger generation. The legitimate aspiration of going to higher
education was negated and a sense of hopelessness and apathy ensued. Thus the schools
failed to produce either the egalitarian society we needed or the future leadership that
could have further enhanced, or even changed, the educational system in its totality.
Secondly, the colonial curriculum failed to create harmonious relationship
between the learner and the rest of the society. Students could not relate the skills
acquired to their immediate environment.

Thirdly, they have developed a wrong

perception that knowledge is equivalent to the mastery of the contents of books, and
wisdom of the native intelligentsia was regarded as worthless, ignorant and antiquated. In
that respect the native talent of the indigenous population in general was ignored.
Fourthly, the youthful generation was becoming alienated from its grassroots. The
strongest and healthiest of the society was taken out of the productive force into oblivion.
Not only did they fail to contribute to the subsistent economy, but also, they themselves
remained burdensome. (Nyrere: 1968) Lastly, the content of the instruction and the
philosophy behind it remained dubious. The curriculum in the schools was designed in
London, Rome and Cairo and was ingrained in the culture of these respective countries.
The post-colonial period included the period of a military dictatorship in Somalia.
From 1969, until the beginning of 1991, the country was ruled by a military junta.
Despite their claims of revolutionary spirit and self-reliance, that period will remain a
black spot in the history of Somalia. It is believed that the military regime offered some
concessions to the people until they consolidated their grip on power. Eventually they
revealed their true nature and resorted to repressive measures subduing the voices of
dissent in the country. Such concessions included the liberalization of education for the
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first few years, the writing of the Somali script and its adoption as the official language,
and the famous literacy campaign, which remained one of the best models of literacy in
the world thus far.
These achievements were instrumental in the people’s endeavor to enhance their
educational system and develop their country, by adopting a non-capitalist road of
development, which seemed an alternative to the former colonial exploitation and
unequal exchange that was choking the country’s meager resources. The land was virgin
and the nation was young. Instead of leading the people to become full citizens through
education and self-reliance, the regime manipulated the old animosity and utilized the
colonial methods of divide and rule. Finally, the 1969 change that occurred in the country
was a revolution emanating from the aspirations of the masses, but was hijacked by a few
military officers. It ended up as the disaster we are witnessing.
It is apparently erroneous to say this chapter will cover educational problems and
prospects in Somalia, instead, I am trying to highlight a few of the hurdles that diverted
Somalia’s patterns of education from it’s target, probably contributing to the blunder and
the collapse of the Somali State. The educational system was marked by the negation of
the wisdom of its intellect and the admiration of false ideals. Freedom and democracy
that some societies in this world are enjoying today could only be achieved through the
accessibility of all members of the society to education.
Famine and Education
To address the problem of education and famine, it is imperative to demonstrate
explicitly how some peasants in Somalia are struggling to survive two or more years of
consecutive drought and famine. I will take the example of a peasant named Ali Enow
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who lives in the Bay Region, which was hit hard by the latest famine and war of 1991.
The size of his farm is two hectares and he owns thirty head of cattle, which he keeps in
the open rangelands. This is subsistence farming and normally he grows just enough food
to suffice his family until next harvest. For extra expenses he resorts to selling the cattle,
primarily for sugar, salt, kerosene and the children’s schooling.
The year is 1975 and he saw the looming famine just the same as the year before
in which he lost 75% of his harvest. Now he is more vulnerable than ever as he was
weakened by the crop failure of the previous year. Each and every individual in the
family has to prepare for the worst. The family has to cut back the amount of food they
consume and at the same time the range of foods they ate. His wife offered to sell the few
jewelry pieces she owned, but Ali refused that idea. He started to plow early but a second
year of poor rains made his effort in vain. There is no one to borrow food from, as all
relatives and neighbors were similarly affected. He started to sell half of the cattle at an
extremely low price and with the proceeds buy grain, now selling at twice the original
price. As the pasture was dwindling he started to feed the cattle with the thatch on his
roof. Finally at the end of the year he sold the two oxen he used to plow the land.
Ali and his family survived this time as they saw the impending famine and prepared for
it. They have developed a good number of survival strategies but if the drought continues
for a third consecutive year, it is doubtful if they will survive. In 1976 the planting season
was coming nearer, but Ali had no oxen, as he sold his oxen the year before. Now he has
to hire oxen, but has to wait until the owner finishes plowing his land. He started planting
late. The harvest fell very short from what he expected. By 1978 there were rains and the
thatch on his roof was back. His herd of cattle is still too weak. The children no longer
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attend school. To survive the famine the labor of every individual in the family is needed.
All children had to work, no matter the age. At the same time there was no cash to pay
the school registration fee (Peter Walker: 1989).
At this point in his life Ali and thousands of other peasants are struggling to make
ends meet. The question of children’s education depends on whether it rains one year or
not. Similar examples are applicable in the rest of the country where 75% of the
population are either pastoralists or subsistent farmers. In the case of pastoralists it is
difficult to maintain children’s education in the same village. On the one hand, girls
cannot go to school because their mothers need them for domestic help. On the other
hand, boys cannot stay in the hamlet close to the village where schools could be
accessible. During dry years boys have to go miles away with camels in search of fauna
and flora therefore the chance of a boy remaining behind is very rare.
Conclusion
From the above highlights we can deduce that it is imperative to resort to an
alternative methodology not to negate the formal education system but to compliment it.
It is not my intention to denounce formal education as defunct. Eventually formal
education will be inevitable to the developing countries like Somalia, but it should be
taken into consideration that in the present unequal relations of the world, formal
education continues to be responsible for the flight of large segments of the rural
population to the urban centers. It is worth mentioning that without structural change the
trend of technology transfer and the creation of consumption attitude for foreign export in
the Third World, people will never prevail. Thus, the more ties we develop as consumers
with the metropolitan centers the more we push our peasantry to the edge.
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On the other hand, popular education is for the deprived and oppressed peoples. It
is about time that we acknowledge, as educators, the pros and cons of formal education
and its impact on poverty alleviation. It is out task as facilitators and social change agents
to enhance and manipulate the educational system in a manner suitable to the objective
conditions prevailing among the toiling masses. Liberation of the Third World is just an
illusion as long as the trend of unequal exchange persists and the flow of resources is
skewed to one side.
Also, mass education is important for the quest of citizens in a community to be
active participants in the social and economic decisions that shape their own lives.
Citizens should acquire the technical capacity to enable them as the pioneers of their
future and not to be led by ruthless politicians who prey on the ignorance and lack of
participation of poor people to forge ahead their own destiny in their hands. Education in
the west has been and still is the first functions to be socialized. Thus, it contributed to
the productivity and economic growth that we are witnessing today. On the contrary, in
the developing countries formal

education exacerbated the impoverishment and

alienation of the masses from their traditional livelihoods and pushed them to dwell in
appalling squatters in the streets of nation states in the Southern Hemisphere.
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CHAPTER 6
SUGGESTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Underdeveloping Factors

“ I am tired of being told that Tanzania’s present condition arises out of our own
mistakes of policy, our own inefficiency and our own over-ambition. I am tired
too of being told that Africa’s present condition is the result of African
incompetence, venality or general inferiority in capacity. I am even more tired of
being told that the solution of our problems is an agreement with the IMF or any
pursuit of private investment local and foreign - and the encouragement of
‘personal initiatives’ without regard to it’s social consequences.” (Julius Nyerere:
1985)

“We have failed in Africa, along with everybody else. We have not fully
understood the problems. We have not identified the priorities. We have not
always designed our projects to fit the agro-climatic conditions of Africa and the
social, cultural, and political frameworks of African countries. We, and everybody
else, are still unclear about what can be done in agriculture in Africa.” (Ernest
Stem, Vice-President for Operations, World Bank, 1984) Quoted from Bill Rau,
1991.
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Introduction
Africa’s self-sufficiency and unique cultural and material conditions were
disrupted by both pre-historic and historic interventions culminating in the total
colonization of the continent by European powers in the 15th century. This chapter will
not however, dwell on the past histories of intervention and it’s impact on the continent.
On the contrary, it will focus on the recent external influences on the lives of the African
people and in general the long-term economic disruption of the continent in general that
brought hunger and famine.
The continent achieved independence in the 1960s, with high hopes that life
would be better off for the millions of people, after getting rid of decades of colonial
oppression. The euphoria and the rhetoric of the politicians were running high among the
people. This was partly true, as many opportunities became available for the African
people. Social services such as education and health, long denied Africans, were not only
restored, but also were expanded. Economic sectors such as agriculture were improving,
as farmers dreamed of tilling the land to their fullest potential and hoped that they would
have sufficient exchange rates for their produce. There was evidence of economic growth
in all other sectors and true manifestation that newly achieved independence inspired
such economic growth and engendered sense of identity.
This change, however, was not equally expanded to rural communities. The
proliferation of schools and hospitals, the newly constructed housing systems and the
water facilities enjoyed by the urban dwellers was not equally available in the rural areas.
There were no such services in the rural areas. Unfortunately, the development plans,
designed to help Africans, were either produced by the central ministries without the
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consultation of the rural population, or worse, forged in foreign capitals. These
expatriates with the help of local elites, who were also trained in the European Countries,
worked under the misconception and sometimes naive thinking to bring modernization to
Africa. There was no regard for the peasants in Africa, but rather their job description
taken guaranteed as the producers of crops for local consumption and external export for
foreign exchange.
Development Rhetoric
The modernization of African economies was erroneously depicted from the
northern experience primarily based on the Marshal Plan of Europe in which huge
resources and money were poured into the countries affected by the Second World War.
The Marshal Plan helped reconstruct the infrastructure and industries in Europe. In the
case of Africa because of the lack of viable industry most of the resources went into the
construction of ostentatious buildings and luxury cars. There were no social change
programs and for that matter no human capital to enable the people to participate in the
economic and political decisions. Therefore, it became a fait accomplit that models of
development borrowed from the Northern metropolitan countries are not applicable at all
to the realities in Africa. (Rau:1991)
The impact of the wrong practices is self-evident in Africa. Subsistence farming
methods which was and still is the basis for “self-sufficiency” in the African context was
cast aside and considered irrelevant and remnants of primitive nature of rural society.
This deemed backward and apparently unproductive by the African elites and their
counter-parts in the European capitals. Farming methods and the wealth of knowledge
people possessed regarding their environment and their ecology was dismissed as non-
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scientific and non-western. At the same time African leaders were eager to turn
agricultural production to a market oriented economy. Farmers could qualify to be called
modem if only they produced food for urban consumption or cash crops to be sold
overseas to generate foreign exchange.
The above issues were, however, overshadowed by hypocritical claims favoring
rural development such as encouraging small-scale farmers, the poor and women. There
was a particular slogan each decade, underscoring the need to help the poor and the
disenfranchised. But gradually, donor agencies and national governments abandoned
these promises as they came to light. The following several reasons may shed light on
these issues: First, there was an attempt to integrate the labor of the poor peasants and
household economy like women’s activities into a monetary economy. Lack of money
was the definition given to poverty that subsequently causes hunger. The attempt from
the governments and their external donors to entice the peasants to produce cash crops
was literally putting the coping mechanism of the rural population in great danger as they
got disengaged in the subsistence mode, which was their safety net.
Secondly, projects aimed at helping the poor and small-scale farmers proved
unproductive and improper resulting in the low-producer prices and the lack of consumer
goods for the rural communities. Subsequently, the rural communities mistrusted the
projects aimed at helping their well being. The project planners’ failure to consult the
rural people and respect their know-how created the distrust. They hadn’t studied the
technological know-how and the strengths and weaknesses of these communities before
deciding what to do and where to implement it. Henceforth, the same projects contributed
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in part to the alienation of the rural communities because of the imposition of
incompatible projects.
Thirdly, African governments failed to take responsibility in caring for the rural
communities when they should have responded to their plight by reacting positively to
the needs of their people. Instead they focused on expanding commodity production and
the urban welfare. They focused on the cash crops to feed the cities and the agricultural
output to generate foreign exchange. There was not a single African government to
mention that strove to circumvent the urban-based priorities for the sake of ensuring
national food security by developing and empowering the rural peasants. On the contrary,
national governments and their donor agencies resorted to colonial mentality of ‘blaming
the victim.’ They accused poverty as solely their responsibility emanating from their own
laziness and their lack of willingness to change to new ideas and new technology. Finally,
the urban powerful government officials with their accomplices, the international donors,
concluded that the issue was that the poor are hungry because of their failure to join the
monetary economy.
The World Bank
The World Bank is the largest financial institution involved in lending and
technical financial assistance in the Third World development problems and prospects.
The Bank enjoys a powerful position in the development discourse with all its financial
and ideological perspectives. On top of that, the Bank is dominated by leaders from
Western Europe, the United States and last but not least Japan. Those countries make up
the membership of the Bank and indeed it’s voting authority rests with them. It is
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therefore from this power position that the bank is involved in the analysis of Africa’s
development problems and at the same time attempts to figure out some solutions.
The following points will highlight some of the prescriptions that the World Bank
tried in the attempt to heal Africa’s economy. First, nations should be exporting goods
and commodities in order to have an advantage in the international markets. Secondly,
they should consider biotechnology in their subsistence agriculture. Third, economic
growth should take precedence over all other social programs and that social programs
should be addressed in accordance with their role in generating the economy. Fourth,
bureaucratic technocrats are very essential in working other international agencies to
foster economic growth. And finally, national economic systems should be consistent
with the dominant economic structures of the world. (Rau: 1991) Apparently, almost all
the staff of the World Bank is coming from the neo-classical economic theory and their
interpretation of the world simply is consistent with their beliefs.
The present structures of development and assistance continue to be based on the
principle of developing the communities by competent outside developers as if
they could not

develop themselves.

This infantilization of the deprived

populations, added to an ideology of development which tends to consider then as
objects of wider national plans rather than the living subjects of their destiny, is
the primary reason why development activities do not take root in the life of the
communities. (Majid Rahnema, United Nations Development Program, 1984)

The role of the World Bank in the Third World and particularly in Africa is very
interesting. It is designed to integrate what they considered as traditional sector to the

114

‘modem’ economy and the final transformation of the rural community from its
traditional isolation to integration with the modernized and monetized national and world
economy. This can be accomplished, as one World Bank official put it, by facilitating a
wider interaction between modem and traditional sectors of the economy, particularly,
increasing the trade between the rural farm products and in technical inputs.
It is evident from the above that little respect is given to the rural production and
that everything else considered modem takes precedence over the livelihoods of the rural
communities and their know-how. An Ethiopian Official explained the mystery of Africa
in the hands of the World Bank this way: “Over the past two decades the World Bank has
contributed as much to agricultural disaster in Ethiopia as the governments themselves.”
(Yonas Deressa, Ethiopia Refugees Education and Relief Foundation, 1987)
Many bilateral and multilateral agencies including United States Agency for
International Development USAID, EEC and EDF unquestionably followed the World
Bank’s philosophy towards addressing the Third World poverty. Each of these agencies
implement commercially oriented projects chief among them: building roads and
irrigation systems to facilitate smooth flow of goods to its targets and for the cash crop to
be exported for foreign exchange. Even United Nations Organizations like FAO and ILO
are considered to be part of this scheme as they regard development in monetary terms.
Consistent with its ideological mission, the Word Bank imposes pre-conditions for
further assistance to insure that Africa’s economies look like their counter-parts in the
Northern Hemisphere. To do so the bank has emphasized the following economic sectors
as priority areas for structural adjustment.
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First, national governments should focus on exporting more of their commodity in
order to earn foreign exchange, which will subsequently be used to purchase goods and
services from the metropolitan countries. This doesn’t come as a surprise when historically
the African economies were already export-oriented for nearly five centuries starting from
the advent of slave trade. The newly designed policies further perpetuated the destruction
of the coping mechanisms of the most vulnerable rural populace. The national economic
policies and infrastructure later succumbed to the export production for self-sufficiency,
rather than focusing on the local strife. In doing so, national governments re-enforced the
rather skewed old colonial system that already created the gap between the poor countries
and their metropolitan countries and also between the petty-bourgeoisie and the rural
communities in the nation-states.
Secondly, there is agriculture, which is the backbone of the subsistence economies.
But, according to the World Bank’s policies the rural poor are not able to compete in any
way with their counterparts that have access to modem chemical fertilizers, pesticides and
hybrid seed. Because of the lack of technological know-how, the peasants of the African
continent can neither compete to engender foreign exchange, nor they can be left alone to
engage themselves fully to produce enough food for their families. It is therefore obvious
that the World Bank’s approach is a total failure in the context of African economies.
Consequently, there should be alternative approaches to an alternative development and
food security. It is the sole responsibility of the national governments to conduct research
in ways to help their constituencies to facilitate the smooth production of sufficient food
and the supply of newly acquired chemical fertilizers and other techniques to boost their
production and maximize food security. This will eventually help to avert any impending
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famine in the near and distant future. In a word, across the African Continent the World
Bank is now viewed by most Africans, and indeed by many honest outsiders, that it
deliberately or inadvertently contributed to the same jargon it coined to describe Africa’s
situation, ‘Africa’s crisis.’ Indeed, to most conscious humans it will go down in history
books that the World Bank continued to disrupt Africa’s agricultural production and
endangered the sovereignty of those countries it was supposed to help.
The International Monetary Fund
Somalia lost its major donor and ally in the wake of the 1977-78 war with Ethiopia,
and immediately tried to change bedfellows by asking for assistance from western
countries. The centrally planned socialist economy was under the mercy of the IMF and in
February 1980 a macroeconomic agreement was signed. The IMF was quick to underline
its preconditions before any assistance was released. Among the preconditions were the
abandoning of the grain marketing and the termination of all employment practices for the
secondary graduates. The International Development Association a branch of the World
Bank advised the government to abandon most of the ostentatious projects such as the
Baardhhere Dam Project, which the government accepted. The first credit assistance came
in March 1984. And asked the government to sign an agreement which will give a credit of
$183 million U.S. This agreement however fell short in a vote in the Council of Minister’s
meeting, which refused to accept the reduction of the Somali army and the devaluation of
the Somali currency.
In March 1985, the president dictator Mohamed Siyad Barre flew to Paris to meet
with the Paris Club (a consortium of eighteen Western creditor countries). The donors put
preconditions for newly restructured debt for the country. Those conditions included
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devaluation of the currency and the opening of the market, previously under government
control, for competition in the hopes that it would generate foreign exchange. Again, in
1986 the group renewed the call for more privatization and more devaluation. It further
demanded for the private ownership of the national banks and the creation of the Somali
Chamber of Commerce, which they envisioned to be completely independent from any
government influence. The call also emphasized the need to improve and adopt a new
system of revenue collection and also a new mechanism of budget control. These steps
were seen by many Somalis as positive steps towards good governance and the capacity
building of the government to initiate tax collection system. It encouraged the government
to focus on reforming its fiscal policies. The downside of the call was the elimination of
5,000 civil servants, which the donors insisted in order to ensure their blessings. However,
the donors had little idea regarding the method of cutting the civil servants in Siyad Barre’s
perspective. It was not according to the most valued workers, but on the contrary, the
criteria for layoffs were according to the loyalty for the regime. Therefore, suffice it to say
that the cuts mainly hit the more competent staff, which had the skill and know-how to
salvage the economy and make the real transition possible. The IMF and International
Development Agency still considered 80% of the civil servants unworthy of employment.
After the long and sustained pressure from the IMF and the futile attempts of the
Somali government to please their debtors, the 1987-91 Five-Year Plan looked satisfactory.
The new economic plan included officially the privatization of public owned sectors and
the ambitious development projects were reduced to ‘some smaller in scale and easily
implemented’ (Samater: 1991). The Somali government officially ratified the structural
adjustment policies imposed by the IMF and the World Bank. Most importantly, the
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government tried hard to narrow the gap between the black market and official rates of the
hard currency, allowed the operation and ownership of private banks and reduced it’s
deficit from 10 to 7 percent of GDP.
Finally, the IMF and World Bank boasted and publicized that they have corrected
the former socialist economic plan, which ruined the economy. The reality is that the
devaluation of the shilling further exacerbated the already ailing economy by skyrocketing
even the domestic grain. The import of foreign grain deemed impossible as the foreign
exchange became dwarfed the local currency. There was a relative increase in agricultural
output between 1983 and 1985 but this could not be maintained by the inability of local
farmers to purchase neither fuel nor fertilizers. The overall picture looked gloomy and the
public was becoming impatient day in day out. These were followed by open protests,
which often culminated in violence, and the loss of civilian lives in the hands of Siyad
Barre’s security. What followed these tensions and unrest was the final demise of the
Somali State when Siyad Barre fled the country in January 1991.
Alternative Approaches:
Accountability
International relief organizations are becoming highly bureaucratic and highly
political just like the governments they denounced few decades ago. But, in both cases the
lack of accountability for the victims of famine gives them impunity for their actions either
not responding to famine in timely manner or in the case of relief organizations not being
sensitive and the lack of prioritizing their commitment on the ground. On the contrary the
organizations like governments create on their own hierarchy in deciding the fate of the
same people they are supposed to save. Most of the relief workers in almost every
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organization spent most of their time in Nairobi while claiming to work in saving lives in
Somalia. The donor agencies, particularly the Northern Hemisphere countries of Europe
and North America are also reluctant to scrutinize these organizations to ensure if their
assistance reached the right target. As mentioned in Chapter four of this document, very
few selfless organizations like the ICRC understood their role as a humanitarian
organization and that their first role is to save lives. They were successful in doing this by
listening and incorporating the efforts of the Somali elite on the ground.
As emphasized by Alex de Waal, who is probably the first author to raise the
question of accountability it is very essential to hold responsible to those who are
responsible directly in the case of war or indirectly in all cases including the international
relief organizations. In the worst-case scenario, even after the collapse of the Somali state
and the anarchy and chaos that ensued there were highly energetic groups and individuals
consisting of political, civil and commercial people who transcended them from the misery
of the civil war. As mentioned in chapter four, there were soup kitchens, NGOs, religious
groups and political organizations that devoted their time and energy to save lives and to
avert famine.
In most of the regions other than Mogadishu, the civil society immediately rose to
the occasion in organizing the people in an effort to revive a semblance of a government. In
places like the North and Northeastern parts of the country the local relief organizations
overshadowed the activities of international organizations by showing an unprecedented
commitment and selfless involvement in the effort to stave off famine. Cymes and Somalis
can argue on the ground that the humanitarian international organizations did not consider
any accountability for saving lives in the famine. On the contrary they have instigated more
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violence by pouring money to some of the warlords they thought would protect them. That
same money and the infrastructure they left behind were probably responsible for the
killing and maiming of thousands of innocent Somalis. This was done by attempts from
different warlords to starve in order to subdue other communities deemed hostile to them.
Peasant centered development
Looking deeply into the agro-pastoral communities in south-central Somalia and
particularly in an epoch where is change is deliberately in the agenda of the development
agencies is vital to understand their way of life and the methods of coping against famine.
There is an inadvertently attempted plan from the Western Hemisphere to introduce
knowledge, technology and political theories, which are not only applicable but also can
impoverish

tens

of thousands

of peasants

in

the

Southern

Hemisphere.

The

misapplication of development theories into a unique culture can diminish the objectives
of empowering these communities to be able to control their destiny.
Agro-pastoralism is a social formation found in many parts of the world. But, it is
more commonly found in sub-Saharan Africa. Erroneously, those who engage in research
in pastoral communities usually focus on pastoral production system and ignore the
cultivation of crops and it’s distribution and exchange (Massey; 1987). In this manner, all
farming in many societies is rain fed rather irrigation and cash crop is non-existent. In
both agricultural production and crop cultivation the objective is purely for domestic
consumption. There might be few cases where some families can have surplus production
of grain and livestock and trade for other needed items like clothing from towns and
cities. Other than that it should be understood that the production level is for local
consumption and not geared toward market economy. In short the agro-pastoral
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communities in Somalia are purely subsistent and cannot be considered to be able to have
market orientation.
Development programs designed by outside agencies date as back far as the
Italian Trusteeship in Somalia. It also involved the United Nations and the United States
Agency for development. These livestock and agricultural sectoral programs during the
1950s and later as late as 1980s were mainly directed to assist the subsistence economy
but proved futile and incompatible to the real situation. There were several economic
development plans after independence, beginning in 1963 and culminated in 1969, during
which there was a military takeover. By then a minimal amount of the total expenditure
of the state was geared towards rural development in general including agriculture and
livestock development. (Nelson 1982:137, Putnam 1984a: p. 298, and Massey 1987)
The military government introduced the self-reliance and self-help programs with
the aim of diminishing or totally stopping the more than decade aid dependency. Their
objective was rhetorically rural transformation as a step forward to industrialization. That
fell short when they committed only 30 percent of the funds of the Five-Year
Development Plan of 1974-1978 to the rural sector (Lewis: 1980). Several pertinent
factors that followed the plan made it impossible to achieve the goals set for that plan.
Chief among them was the skyrocketing of oil prices in 1973, the famine of 1972-74, and
the Ogaden war of 1977 against Ethiopia.
In all the above attempts to enhance the livelihoods of the subsistence economy it
is evident something is missing. The consideration and respect for the indigenous ways of
coping with the environment that sustained them for centuries. It is now clear the outside
agencies view the agro-pastoral mode of production as an impediment to development by
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way of under-utilizing resources, damaging the ecology and in general hurting the
economy which otherwise would have been market oriented. In that case one might
conclude or call for its eradication for the sake of the community and the general well
being of the country. To demystify this arrogant view we need to look back the reasons
behind the failure of all the above-mentioned development programs designed by both
local and international development agencies. The pastoral, agro-pastoral and sedentary
systems modes of production possess their own unique and complex modes to sustain the
indigenous people. The objective of this part of the dissertation is to shed light to the
failures of foreign thinking and the disrespect and dismissal of the indigenous coping
mechanisms as primitive. In the above few analysis one can disseminate the need to
change the attitude of I know-it-all and take an inclusive and participatory approach
where people could be part if not lead the attempts to enhance their livelihoods. The
mode of production of the rural and subsistence communities needs to be supported and
strengthened in order to improve the well being of these communities.
Peasant-centered development is an attempt to bring to the attention of donors and
development agencies to give consideration to the complexity of the society and not
diminish them as a simple society from the outset. It also calls for the respect for the
forces that have sustained these people for centuries and continue to deliver everything
that maintained their reproduction of social life. It is an attempt to accept the existing
material conditions comprising of culture and institutional practices. It is an attempt to
question the credibility of social change and who are the beneficiaries. Social change
should not attempt to diminish the material conditions of those being asked to change, in
order to sustain the lives of urban dwellers that care less to pay the price of change. The
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present situation of peasants should be the starting point of any attempt to improve rural
development. If there is negation of the way of life of agro-pastoralists the change is
deemed a failure.
Subsistence mode of production is not totally against market-oriented economy,
with demand and supply as its basic values, producing for the needs each other’s markets
instead of serving one entity with out any benefit for the producer. It does however, that
subsistence needs of the community should be addressed first and foremost. When a
particular society’s economy is subsistence based, it is evident that it takes care of all it’s
members and times are good no one in the community goes with out food and shelter.
Compare this with strong economies where millions are homeless and millions go hungry
and the same government that boasts strong economy cannot provide for it’s subjects but
can easily label diatribes against subsistence economies as backward. Industrialization
and modem market economy has no place for these economies and national governments
should focus on empowering their rural populace of being obsessed with the construction
of ostentatious projects that has no benefit whatsoever for the toiling masses. The priority
for these governments is to strengthen the subsistence mode in order to feed the
population.
Finally, peasant-centered development emphasizes the need to consider the most
vulnerable when implementing such national and international change to an indigenous
system. It is incumbent upon national governments and external agents of change to think
twice before introducing any projects that might affect the otherwise sustainable way of
life of the peasants. We should give the benefit of the doubt that the people really know
the impending problems and easily understand its solutions. There is no doubt in any
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research that they are the masters of their environment. Peasant societies enjoy equality
and strong system of mutual support. To retain or change their present situation requires
the wisdom and the wholeheartedness of the community as they try to impart to new
horizons and this has been the case from time immemorial. It would be erroneous for any
one outside this system to think of inducing a dream way of life totally alien to their
material conditions. There might be found some inconsistencies and inadequacies, but the
benefits enjoyed by every single individual in the community is far greater than any
shortcomings in subsistence economy. It is advisable to those who want to bring change
to first study from the same people they want to provide change.
Conclusion
The causes of famine in Somalia can be traced back to the days of colonization
and imperialism. If we rush to the short-term solutions for the crisis at present the root
cause of the problem is going to be ignored. It is therefore imperative to emphasize the
political, social and economic practices of the colonial and post-colonial systems of
government that perpetuated the recurrent famines in Somalia. The role of the World
Bank and International Monetary Fund is also another dimension in understanding the
present misery.
It is true that there were famines before the advent of colonization and
imperialism in Africa, but the magnitude of the famines in those days were far less
effective than the misery and death we face now. African people were subsistence
farmers, hunters and gatherers and there were highly sophisticated civilizations that have
been deleted from the history books of the western world. What ever the mode of
production there was ample food and the continent sustained its inhabitants. The reason
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for this was that agriculture was much more diverse; there were varieties of crops
including those that can survive adverse climatic conditions. Presently, this has been
replaced by cash crops imported from the western countries in order for Africans to earn
foreign exchange and in return purchase western-made machines.
The extensive forests that stabilize rainfall patterns and bio-diversity have been
greatly diminished. The reason being the introduction of taxation by colonial powers
demanded that people pay with money unheard of in Africa. People resorted to the
clearing of forests in order to plant more crops for cash. In the huge rain forests of Africa
one can experience the cash crops of coffee, tea, cotton, rubber, cocoa and groundnuts.
These cash crops further depleted the land by bringing erosion and further destroying the
bio-diversity. This perpetuated land degradation and the increase in deserts in the
continent.
The effects of slavery and the deprivation of millions of labor force in the African
production further exacerbated the situation. This hemorrhage of manpower destroyed the
African subsistence economy. Those millions of able young men and women gave boost
to the economies of the New World and further empowered the colonial regimes to
tighten their grip in Africa.
The external debt indulged by third world countries was actually encouraged by
the western banks led by the World Bank. Instead of that money going to development
projects Third World dictators pocketed it as their personal fortunes. The money went
back to the metropolitan countries’ banks such as the Swiss banks. Interest rates jumped
dramatically from 6% to 18% and in 1990 debt was double of that in 1980. The situation
went from bad to worse when the IMF was called to correct the problems and bring

solutions. This was unfortunately the solution of the same person who created it. The
effects of IMF is simply unbearable today and much of the suffering we are envisaging in
Africa today is emanating from past as well as present conspiracies of the western world
in order to keep the third world economies under their mercy. The result is obvious to the
naked eye. Famine, civil wars, the production of refugees, the lack of medicine, lack of
employment and the utter impoverishment is not natural phenomena sent to the African
people alone. It is manmade deliberately induced by evil policies. There is no health and
education is limited to some urban communities. The level of desperation in Africa is
unprecedented in the history of mankind.
The first and foremost conditions of IMF are currency devaluation and cuts in
public spending leaving millions without jobs. Food production is ignored because of the
IMF insistence on cash crops to earn foreign exchange. The people grow hungry while
serving the interests and luxuries of far and distant countries. Most western scholars put
the blame on the victims of famine as their visionary and population theorist Malthus
claiming that famine is the result of overpopulation. That adds insult to the injury already
inflicted by the inhumane economic measures of the western financial institutions. In a
word it is the imperialism and capitalism that should bear the responsibility of famine in
Somalia and other parts of Africa and the Third World. In particular, the policies of the
World Bank and International Monetary Fund are to blame for the recurrence of famine
in any part of this world. Finally, the western world controlled the money and kept the
rest of the world dependent on their market fluctuations. Now, the west are attempting to
control the food by exporting Genetically Modified Food to poor and famine stricken
countries of Africa. The consequences will be more devastating as African farmers will
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be forced to purchase their seeds from the markets of New York and London. I would say
something is fundamentally wrong in this regard.
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Figure 1. Map of the Horn of Africa
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